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Abstract
Foundational to this evaluation study, the participating institution aspired to improve its
retention rate. Students’ perceived sense of belonging has been identified as an important
variable related to student retention and persistence (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Strayhorn 2012;
Strayhorn 2019; Tinto, 2017). For students to succeed beyond their first year in college, it is
fundamentally important that they view themselves as valued members of the university
community (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Bollen & Hoyle, 1990; Murphy, 2016).
The purpose of this study was to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less
likely to retain into their second year, described their development of a perceived sense of
belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United
States. The methodology was framed by an evaluative design utilizing semi-structured
qualitative interviews for data collection. Data analysis included coding and thematic analysis to
draw conclusions and inform the institution about student belonging and environmental factors at
the institution that may assist current retention efforts.
Findings suggest that even amidst a pandemic, students’ perceived sense of belonging
was fostered by positive peer relationships and faculty interactions, shared goals as well as
challenges, and holding the totality of the student learning experience within a university-wide
community of care. This evaluation study addressed a gap in the literature by including the
student voice to describe the nuances of developing connection to a new university environment
to better inform educators about this very important component of retention, persistence, and
student success.
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Chapter One: Introduction
The first six weeks of the college transition are critical for incoming, traditionally aged
college students (Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 2012). One of the first developmental challenges for
students is forming new connections or at the very least one significant point of connection. In
order to successfully acclimate to a new environment, students need to meaningfully connect to
at least one community and find meaningful involvement within that community. This
connection can be with a student peer group, roommate, faculty member, class, or significant
co-curricular activity (Kuh et al., 2006; Tinto, 2012).
The ability for a student to transition successfully to a new college environment is
necessary for their retention and ultimately persistence to graduation. Retention is a
multifaceted issue that has been studied since the 1930’s. It is often referred to as a ‘puzzle’ due
to its complexity and multi-variable nature. Even with intense study for over 90 years, elements
of retention and individual student decisions to stay or leave an institution remain elusive with
varied and complex factors contributing to the student’s decision (Berger & Braxton, 1998;
Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1982).
In this study, the institution, where I serve as an associate dean of students, sought to
improve its retention rate. Toward this end, a student’s perceived ‘sense of belonging’ is one
highly significant factor contributing to retention (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2019;
Tinto, 2017). This study focused on this salient aspect of student retention, specifically students’
perceived sense of belonging, by giving students the opportunity to share their stories of
developing belonging to an institution and identified the key experiences, people, and
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environmental factors that supported them with their transition to a new postsecondary
environment.
Background of the Study
Since the mid 1980’s, evidence of student learning has been under scrutiny, and wider
disclosure of institutional student graduation rates and other outcome measures have been
required by the Department of Education to better inform potential consumers of the return on
their educational investment (Manning et al., 2014). For public institutions, state legislators
have designed budget incentives to improve retention rates, graduation rates, and more
generally, educational quality. Some private institutions, encouraged by accrediting bodies,
have set internal benchmarks to improve these educational outcomes. Within this larger national
landscape, the retention rate for the institution in this study provided by the Office of
Institutional Research has ranged from 69%-78% for cohort years 2008-2019, which is lower
than the 81% average for four-year, private, nonprofit universities (U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019 May).
While the lower than peer group average retention rate has been persistent, it has been
an intermittent area of focus for the institution. Approximately 10 years ago, an outside
consultant was retained to review the universities’ processes, procedures, and climate and make
recommendations on how to improve retention. As a result of the consultant’s
recommendations, a new position was created within academic affairs to address retention,
transition, and persistence efforts. Since then, there have been significant strides in obtaining
grant funding and providing services and support to better serve first-generation and
underrepresented students. However, no one person or one office can fully address retention
efforts across campus.
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More recently, a call to action was issued by the university provost and board of trustees
for each senior staff member to address retention efforts within their sphere of influence. Across
divisional lines, all senior staff members and academic deans were challenged to collaborate in
order to meet and exceed peer regional institutions on retention metrics. Each senior leader was
asked to submit retention tactics and strategies for their area of purview.
The division of student affairs, of which I am a member as an associate dean of students,
invited an expert from the Indiana University Bloomington Center for Postsecondary Research
and National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) Institute to speak on retention, student
engagement, and high-impact practices. Input from higher education retention and persistence
experts and the institution’s NSSE and retention data was reviewed. As a result, the division of
student affairs selected student resiliency and sense of belonging as one of five major strategic
areas of focus to both improve student mental health and wellness and address the universitywide effort to increase student retention.
Statement of the Problem
While efforts have been made across the campus to improve retention; it remains a
complex and at times ambiguous topic in higher education literature and should be approached
with targeted and measured interventions (Berger & Braxton, 1998; Braxton, 2000; Tinto,
1982). There exist gaps in retention research, particularly with topics that speak to the broader
and holistic student experience by directly involving students as experts in their own lives
(Tight, 2019). Therefore, this study was situated on one particular factor that impacts retention
and persistence and honors the student voice, specifically students’ perceived sense of
belonging (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Strayhorn 2012, 2019; Tinto, 2017). Prior to this study, the
contributing factor of students’ perceived sense of belonging had not been investigated in this
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particular university setting. From the student perspective, it remained unknown which factors
most significantly contribute to their development of a sense of belonging to the university
community.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less
likely to retain into their second year, described their development of a perceived sense of
belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United
States. Foundational to this study, the participating institution sought to improve its retention
rate. Students’ perceived sense of belonging has been identified as an important variable related
to student retention and persistence (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Strayhorn 2012; Strayhorn 2019;
Tinto, 2017). Sense of belonging is defined as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a
feeling or sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about,
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on campus
such as faculty, staff and peers” (Strayhorn, 2019, p. 4).
This study was conducted within the parameters of an applied dissertation for a doctoral
degree in education. Therefore, it took place within my university setting for the purposes of
generating knowledge that would both add depth to the literature on students’ perceived sense
of belonging, complementing existing quantitative research, and also benefit the institution
under study with recommendations for application within the practical setting.
A goal-free evaluative approach applied well to this exploration (Scriven, 1991). As a
member of the student affairs division, sense of belonging was one of five focus areas for
strategic goal planning and evaluation. However, there existed no stated goals or objectives to
promote the student experience of belonging. Above the division at the institutional level, a
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website search on ‘belonging’ did not uncover a specific institutional commitment to cultivating
an ethos of belonging and connection between the new student and the institution. The
institution’s mission statement addressed personalized classroom settings and learning
partnerships with an end goal of developing productive and responsible citizens. In the absence
of such stated goals about belonging, but nonetheless a commitment to overall student success,
a goal-free evaluation offered insight to the university in understanding how students develop
belonging in this environment contributing to the overarching university goals of student
retention, persistence, and success.
Although I am an insider at the institution, the absence of explicitly stated goals about
student belonging did not contribute to tunnel-vision, which gave me freedom to find actual
rather than stated effects (Scriven, 1991). My evaluation questions remained broad to allow for
the unintended or unknown effects of experiences of the participants. The benefit of a goal-free
evaluation in this case allowed data to be gathered from students sharing their experiences of
belonging on campus. These insights led to recommendations that can be applied to divisional
or institutional priorities to support the student experience and weave belonging into the fabric
of campus life. From my experience, the institution holds a strong interest in cultivating an
ethos of belonging for students. The evaluation of the student perspective invited the application
of their actual experiences to be integrated into institutional planning and culture.
Evaluation Questions
The study answered the following key evaluation question by addressing a subset of four
related questions:
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How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern
university?
1. What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first
year of college?
2. How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout
their first year of college?
3. How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of belonging?
4. How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential
environment, feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging?
Significance of the Study
Renowned in higher education retention literature, Tinto (1987, 1993, 2012) named
multiple principles of institutional action to support student persistence through graduation. In
particular, when discussing social integration, Tinto referred to personal contact with students as
one mechanism to support establishing membership to the university. The institution should
offer as many individual and departmental opportunities for personal contact as possible.
Outreach should be initiated sooner rather than later in the student’s career. Tinto (1987, 1993,
2012) reminds us that education, not retention, is the primary goal.
Tinto’s (1975) terms ‘establishing membership’ and ‘social integration’ are concepts
that have been furthered in the literature as students’ ‘perceived sense of belonging.’ This
perceived sense of belonging has also been identified as a critical factor in a student’s decision
to stay or leave a university (Bean, 1983; Thomas & Galambos, 2004; Rhee, 2008). Reflecting
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on attrition, the importance of membership is recognized since “the idea of really ‘feeling at
ease’ or ‘feeling out of place’ is a very important issue for all students. If the mismatch is too
great, the students are likely to leave” (Spann & Tinto, 1990, p. 19). Supporting Tinto’s
observations, Upcraft et al. (1989) refer to the shift from feeling like an outsider to feeling like a
part of the new community. Sense of belonging often arises from interactions with a campusaffiliated person, including a peer, who knows them personally and cares about them. "The
single most important step in establishing this connection is ensuring that every freshman feels
attached to some person at the institution" (Upcraft et al., 1989, p. 72). Taken together, these
findings support the institution’s role in assisting students to make personal connections and the
importance of students’ perceived sense of belonging at the institution for their engagement and
persistence.
As a higher education professional, I recognized the impact of students establishing a
sense of belonging as one of the most significant aspects of student affairs work. Designing and
assessing co-curricular experiences to not only maximize student learning, but also foster
student connection is a primary function within the purview of the student affairs division.
Incorporating elements of high-impact practices and implications from retention literature
improve these outside the classroom engagement experiences to benefit students and facilitate
meaningful connections.
However, prior to designing and implementing innovative practices to increase retention
by leveraging the belonging variable, the administrative leadership, faculty, and staff of my
institution desired a more multifaceted and meaningful understanding of belonging from the
student perspective including how the institutional environment contributed to its development
for students. Although some significant resources, including staffing, coordination of
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interventions, and a predictive analytics technology platform, have been allocated to address
retention-related matters: efforts to understand retention from the important construct of
students’ perceived sense of belonging had not yet been undertaken.
Within my institutional setting, although there was an implicit commitment to creating
an ethos of belonging, limited qualitative data addressed the student voice of belonging, which
could be applied to shape retention efforts and institutional culture. For example, the student
withdrawal survey was voluntary and did not capture detailed self-identified reasons for a
student’s departure from the university. Overall, retention-related data from a student
perspective regarding their belonging to the institution had not yet been collected and analyzed.
A more nuanced representation of student belonging emerged from hearing student stories of
belonging; including how, why, and when these connections occurred. This study aimed to
address this gap by exploring the important student departure construct of students’ perceived
sense of belonging to the university community through an evaluation of first-year
undergraduate student experiences.
Theoretical Framework
It is fundamentally important that students view themselves as members of their new
college environment. They must be regarded as valued members of the community who matter
to other established members of that community (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Bollen & Hoyle, 1990;
Murphy, 2016). This study utilized the theoretical framework presented by Strayhorn (2012,
2019), who published two of the most recent and often cited books on college student sense of
belonging. Strayhorn approached belonging as constructed at the individual psychological level,
thus this serves as the primary lens that will delineate this study and from which belonging will
be analyzed.

8

Strayhorn (2012, 2019) strongly reinforced the position that belonging is a fundamental
need for all people. He adapted Maslow’s (1954, 1962) well-known hierarchy of needs to
underscore the importance of belonging as a precursor to learning, growth, and development
(see Figure 1).
Figure 1
Strayhorn’s (2019) Model of College Students’ Sense of Belonging

Fullest Potential

Self-Actualization:
Creativity, innovation, morality

Educational Mission

Esteem:
respect, confidence
Love and Belongingness:
care, support, mattering,
friends
Safety and Security:
physical, emotional, financial, food

Baseline
Status

Physiological Needs:
air, water, food, shelter, sleep, sex

Basic
Functions

Note. From: College Students’ Sense of Belonging: A Key to Educational Success
for All Students, 2nd Edition by T. L. Strayhorn, pg. 41, Copyright 2019 by Imprint.
Reproduced by permission of Taylor & Francis Group.
Particularly significant to individuals in marginalized contexts, belonging is a cognitive
evaluation of an experience that leads to an affective response or behavior in students. Strayhorn
(2019) argued that students will not meet their fullest potential, nor will institutions fulfill their
educational missions, until students’ need to feel that they belong is addressed. According to
Strayhorn (2019),
To excel, students must feel a sense of belonging in schools or colleges, and therefore
educators must work to create conditions that foster belongingness among all
students...and when educators do not concern themselves with students' sense of
belonging, they conspire in the academic failure of their students. (p. 17)
9

As the building blocks of belonging, Strayhorn (2012) introduced seven core elements
that comprise a student’s sense of belonging. First, sense of belonging is a universal, basic,
human need that can be latent or expressed. It is a fundamental motive sufficient to drive
behavior. Sense of belonging depends on the context and increases in importance during times
of transition or developmental importance, for example during a transition to a new community
such as a college in which one is not considered a known or established member. Related to
mattering (Schlossberg, 1989), belonging is influenced by one’s social identities including, but
not limited to race, ethnicity, gender, socio-economic class, sexual orientation, gender identity,
and religious or spiritual identification. These identities intersect in ways that impact the extent
to which students experience belonging. Finally, according to Strayhorn (2012), belonging
needs must be satisfied as conditions and contexts change. If this is accomplished, it leads to
positive outcomes and success.
Overall, Strayhorn (2019) asserted that it is at the individual psychological level that
experiences of belonging are evaluated. Thus, the interpretation of belonging is subjective and
even a single instance of isolation or rejection can undermine a student’s sense of belonging.
Therefore, continual reinforcement of belonging should be a high strategic priority for
institutions primarily concerned with student success, which necessitates attention, support, and
resources for interventions and individuals that increase the affinity between student and
institution. Strayhorn’s (2019) thorough review of the literature on sense of belonging
highlighted confusion between what students do, or their involvement and engagement, with
what they feel, measured by sense of belonging. They called for further research from the
student perspective on sense of belonging, including “how organizational or institutional
attributes, conditions, ethos, and practices influence college students' sense of belonging,
10

directly or indirectly” (Strayhorn, 2019, p. 24). This study responded to this invitation by
evaluating the experiences of first-year students’ perceived sense of belonging and the
institutional conditions that contributed to its development.
Overview of Study Design
The purpose of this study was to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less
likely to retain into their second year, described their development of a perceived sense of
belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United
States. Broadly framed by Scriven’s Goal-Free Evaluation (1991), this study utilized a
qualitative methodology of participant interviews guided by specific evaluation questions. A
goal-free evaluation is considered “any evaluation in which the evaluator conducts the
evaluation without particular knowledge of or reference to stated or predetermined goals and
objectives" (Youker & Ingraham, 2014, p. 51). In this case, although there existed both
intention and efforts for all students to acclimate, adapt, and become a member of the
institutional culture, specific goals toward this end had not been developed. The question
remained: How did new students develop and experience belonging on this particular campus?
Goal-free evaluation was a good fit for this study because it is methodologically neutral.
This type of evaluation can be adapted for use with other evaluation approaches and either
quantitative or qualitative data collection methodologies and methods (Youker & Ingraham,
2014). This includes an evaluation conducted from a constructivist evaluator paradigm such as
mine (Youker & Ingraham, 2014). The data were collected from qualitative semi-structured
interviews designed from my evaluation questions. Individual interviews provided rich
description to bring to life the complexity inherent to the topic of belonging from a student
perspective.
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The data were analyzed with first and second cycle coding as well as thematic analysis
(Miles et al., 2014). Reporting for this study has been structured by addressing each evaluation
question. Resulting recommendations may inform goal setting and priorities at the
departmental, divisional, or university level so that creating a culture of belonging is central and
optimized within the university setting. Overall, this design aligned well with the applied
dissertation I conducted as well as my evaluator paradigm and the purpose and scope of the
evaluation questions.
Definitions of Key Terms
•

Faculty/Faculty Member. Defined by the participant’s experience of an individual
responsible for academic instruction and/or research at the institution.

•

First-Year/First-Time Student. “A student who has no prior postsecondary experience
(except as noted below) attending any institution for the first time at the undergraduate
level. This includes students enrolled in academic or occupational programs. It also
includes students enrolled in the fall term who attended college for the first time in the
prior summer term, and students who entered with advanced standing (college credits or
recognized postsecondary credential earned before graduation from high school)” (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019 July).

•

Goal-Free Evaluation (GFE). “Any evaluation in which the evaluator conducts the
evaluation without particular knowledge of or reference to stated or predetermined goals
and objectives" (Youker & Ingraham, 2014, p. 51)

•

Peer. Defined by the participant as another student enrolled at the same institution in an
undergraduate or graduate degree program.
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•

Residence Hall. The primary student residence for which they have contracted to live
during the academic year located on the institution’s property (main campus) or within a
local institutionally affiliated property available to residential students.

•

Retention Rate. Expressed as a percentage, a measure of the rate at which first-time
bachelor’s degree seeking undergraduate students persist in their educational program
from the previous fall who again enroll in the current fall at the same institution (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019 July).

•

Staff/Staff Member. Defined by the participant’s experience of an individual responsible
for administration, co-curricular learning, or involvement opportunities primarily outside
the classroom setting at the institution.

•

Sense of belonging. “Students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or
sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about,
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on
campus such as faculty, staff and peers” (Strayhorn, 2019, p. 4).

Assumptions
The following assumptions applied to this study:
1. The perspectives shared by student participants were honest representations of
their perceptions of their student transition experience.
2. The data imported into the predictive analytic software were accurate and
current.
3. The predictive analytic software appropriately identified students as less likely
to be retained within the statistical band determined by the institution.
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Delimitations
This study was delimited to a sample of participants within one cohort of first-year
students who were enrolled in the Fall of 2020. Eligible participants must have been identified
as less likely to be retained at the institution based on the institutional predictive analytic
software.
Limitations
The following limitations applied to this study:
1. This study included a small, purposeful sample of participants who had met specific
criteria for inclusion in the study. A small sample size limits generalizability to other
institutional contexts, the larger population of first-year students, and the broader
undergraduate student population.
2. This study was evaluative in nature and collected data from participants through
semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data and other variables that might explain
differences between participants were not a part of this study.
3. Third, as the evaluator, I serve as an administrator and educator within the
institutional setting under study. I was aware of potential bias in interpretation of
findings, and I took precautions to reduce evaluator bias and enhance the
trustworthiness and authenticity of the findings. I also acknowledged that a power
imbalance existed due my position and perhaps my age and other identities. I
attempted to share power with participants, which is more thoroughly discussed in
my reflexivity statement.
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Chapter One Summary
There is a rich and complex story about students’ perceived sense of belonging revealed
within this institutional context. This study explored developing belonging through a qualitative
evaluation of first-year undergraduate student experiences at a mid-sized university in the
Southeastern United States. This particular study was exploratory in nature and highlighted
multiple student experiences of belonging within one particular institutional setting.
The first chapter presented an overview of the study including its purpose, significance,
theoretical framework, evaluation design, and limitations. The second chapter, the literature
review, will contextualize how belonging emerged and remains relevant as a critical factor for
student retention and persistence. It will also demonstrate that research to date has been largely
measured with quantitative methods with a focus on correlational survey data. The third chapter
presents the methodology to conduct the study and the rationale for its appropriateness. At the
conclusion of the study, recommendations representing the student experience were provided to
the institution to better foster connection and belonging with students as one strategy to address
the institution’s larger retention-related initiative. The study and its recommendations also join
the broader national and international higher education conversation about perceived student
belonging as it relates to overall student success.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Introduction and Organization of the Review
When I initially approached my problem of practice as part of the EdD program, I was
unsure how it would evolve into a dissertation topic. I began with an exploration of the most
salient connections between the contributions of student affairs educators and the institutional
commitment to improve retention. I did not fully anticipate or appreciate the expansive and
complex nature of retention research. Overwhelming at times, there were many directions and
options to explore. Under the guidance of exceptional faculty and mentors, I narrowed my focus
to topics of interest to me personally and those that remained unmapped and of central
importance to institutional goals. Therefore, my initial literature scan was broad and extended
across many facets of retention and student outcome literature.
Student affairs priorities, institutional retention efforts, and my personal passion
eventually found a point of intersection by connecting together in the contemporary topic of
‘students’ perceived sense of belonging.’ I was aware that belonging was important for all
human beings from my background in psychology, counseling, and spiritual formation. I was
applying this knowledge to my work as a supervisor with oversight over multiple departments
in student affairs. However, what truly amazed me as I dove into the literature on sense of
belonging and college students was that belonging is not just a key factor, but it is the basis
from which students build a foundation for their future success in their postsecondary
environment. Without such a foundation, many students are left behind, never to complete their
college degree.
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This literature review documents my journey of intensive reading, learning, and
synthesizing empirical findings on students’ perceived sense of belonging as it relates to its
importance for retention, but also how it stands on its own as a vital factor of student success.
Certainly, any review of literature has gaps and missing pieces: this one is no exception.
However, my efforts focused on understanding, capturing, and articulating: (a) an overview of
retention theory, (b) the emergence of belonging from retention theory as vital to student
success, (c) belonging as a broader concept outside of higher education, (d) factors that
contribute to students developing belonging, and (e) areas of current literature in which most
college student belonging research has been conducted, specifically with underrepresented
students and related to retention. This review uncovered for me what was an excellent fit for my
applied dissertation interest and value-add for my institution in meeting student success
outcomes. This exploration led to an invitation for new students to teach me how they
experienced belonging in my particular institutional setting, which also served to expand and
enhance the research conducted to date to understand this phenomenon.
Early Retention Studies and Theory
Retention and persistence literature in higher education is vast, complex, and spans
decades of research. Synthesizing retention theory largely began with the work of Spady (1971),
who studied the retention and persistence of 683 first-year students at a highly selective
institution and used multiple regression analysis to assess the independent contributions to
create one of the first models to explain attrition. Over a four-year period, the dominant factor
accounting for attrition for all students was formal academic performance measured by grades
and grade point average (GPA). However, a gender difference within the study revealed that
grade performance was the primary determinant of retention for male students, while the
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primary determinant for female students was their general commitment to the institution.
Another important factor for all students was the quantity and quality of relationships with peers
and faculty, which would later be coined by Tinto (1975) as social integration. Peer connections
often evolve from co-curricular participation. Therefore, Spady (1971) recommended that the
establishment of personal contacts with faculty and peers in the short-term and high-quality
academic output in the long-term would deter students from leaving college.
Following Spady (1971), Tinto (1975) produced and, in the years following, built upon
what is referred to as “the most widely cited model of the student attrition process and the most
widely tested in empirical studies” (Bean, 1982, p. 21). Tinto (1975) synthesized the research on
retention to date and distinguished between academic failure and voluntary withdrawal in
attrition as well as temporary versus permanent dropout from college. The ensuing theoretical
model explained the processes of academic and social interactions between the individual and
institution that led to student departure. Rooted in Durkheim’s (1961) theory of suicide, Tinto
described how initial individual student characteristics, attributes, goals and institutional
commitment, interacted with academic and social systems, which led to a degree of academic
integration and/or social integration. In turn, the extent of academic and social integration
impacted overall institutional commitment to inform dropout decisions. Social integration,
which increased the likelihood of retention, was defined as “both levels for integration and
degrees of congruency between the individual in their social environment,” which primarily
occurs through peer group associations, extracurricular activities and interaction with faculty
and administrative staff within the college” (Tinto, 1975, p. 107). Tinto’s (1975) theory
highlighted a longitudinal process of interaction between the individual and the institution and
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acknowledged that students may achieve integration in either one, both, or neither of the two
domains (academic and social).
Bean’s (1982) review of Tinto’s (1975) student attrition model addressed a concern with
this conceptualization. Specifically, that goal commitment and institutional commitment, which
reduce the likelihood of attrition, are placed twice within the model. Rather than separating goal
commitment at pre-matriculation from goal commitment resulting from academic and social
integration, Bean contended that commitment forming is an ongoing process primarily impacted
by experiences in the institutional setting. Separate from initial educational goals, the most
important measure of commitment to the institution would occur after the student arrives on
campus. Therefore, the latter set of commitments in Tinto’s (1975) model should remain the
focus as researchers unpack the concept of attrition (Bean, 1982). Thus, a dialogue began and
continues into the present day to understand and better target efforts toward students making a
successful adjustment to college life.
The following year, Bean (1983) added to the theoretical base with a student attrition
model based on employee turnover in work organizations named the Industrial Model of
Student Attrition. Perhaps applying information learned from observations of employee turnover
would shed light on college student attrition? By using a multiple regression and path analyses,
Bean examined attrition behavior of approximately 900 first-year, traditionally-aged, female
college students at a major Midwestern land-grant university during the spring term of 1979. He
concluded that the student’s intent to leave had the greatest influence on their decision and
behavior to drop out of college. He named the student’s intent to leave as the key variable in
their decision-making process (Bean, 1983). While employee turnover conceptually was
insufficient to fully explain college student behavior, Bean’s significant contribution was
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underscoring that students’ experiences shaped their beliefs and influenced their attitudes,
which in turn impacted attrition decision-making and behavior (Hagedorn, 2012). Therefore, a
student’s perception of their belonging or ‘fit’ with the institution affects their decisions to
remain a member of the community. Bean’s insights were precursors to Kuh et al. (2006) and
other modern student retention and persistence scholars who attest that "the single best predictor
of student satisfaction with college is the degree to which they perceive the college environment
to be supportive of their academic and social needs" (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 40). Student
perceptions of the college environment matter, and they have direct consequences on the effort
they are willing to expend on involvement and learning.
Initial Relationship between Retention and Student-Institutional Connection
Prior to the research construct of ‘sense of belonging’ emerging as a significant factor
predicting student retention and persistence in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s, this relationship
began to appear in a variety of ways in the research literature, expressed differently by various
scholars. Tinto’s (1987, 1993) work evolved over the years by calling on institutions for action
and addressing their responsibility for engaging students in furthering their success.
Specifically, early, personal contact with students, within and beyond the classroom was
identified as a factor that established membership and supported integration. Upcraft et al.
(1989) supported this notion that first-year students must shift from feeling like an outsider to
an insider in what may initially feel like unfamiliar terrain. They recommend ‘front loading’ the
most student-centered people, programs, and services in the first year to serve as a source of
connection and easily available resources for vulnerable students (Upcraft et al., 1989).
Leaving college was no longer interpreted as primarily the fault of the student.
Additional events and influences impacting student retention decisions including finances,
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personal health and wellness, and familial responsibilities were named as significant
contributors to a student’s decision-making process. Complexity emerged as student drop-out,
stop-out, and transfer decisions were considered. While some challenge and rigor are beneficial,
support from the institution came into focus as indispensable for student persistence (Cabrera et
al.,1993; Spann & Tinto, 1990).
Student relationships became an area of focus for retention and persistence theorists.
Astin’s (1993) pivotal work What Matters in College: Four Critical Years Revisited connected
persistence with a variety of factors including the residential experience and peer and faculty
relationships. Retention was positively associated with academic involvement, including time
spent talking to faculty outside of class, but also linked to social involvement, including cocurricular involvement and socializing with a peer group. The pervasive effect of the peer group
on the individual student was highlighted as impacting every aspect of a student’s development.
Astin (1993) wrote, "the student's peer group is the single most potent source of influence on
growth and development during the undergraduate years" (p. 398). Tinto’s (1975) coined
concepts of ‘social integration’ and ‘academic integration’ continued to receive empirical
support for explaining student departure and retention for both underrepresented and majority
students (Berger & Braxton, 1998; Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 1998; Zea et al., 1997).
Sense of Belonging Emerges in the Literature
Even as Tinto’s (1975) theory of individual student departure underwent revision,
further empirical validation, and found acceptance in higher education practitioner and scholar
circles, Tierney (1992) civilly, but powerfully took issue with the undertones of academic
privilege and White, male norms, which they believed served as the foundation of the theory.
Tierney critiqued Tinto for not including the experience of underrepresented students of color in
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the application of the concept of 'integration.' Having completed qualitative investigations of
Native Americans on college campuses, Tierney (1992) concluded "essentially models of
integration have the effect of merely inserting minorities into a dominant cultural frame of
reference that is transmitted within dominant cultural forms, leaving invisible cultural
hierarchies intact" (p. 611). The concepts of social and academic integration assumed
conformity to the already existing institutional values and attitudes at an institution and placed a
burdensome responsibility on the underrepresented student to adapt to that system. Overall,
Tierney (1992) questioned the ability of higher education institutions to operate effectively in a
multicultural world and called for new theoretical models that emphasized cultural
responsibility, engagement of underrepresented students, and understanding of social
conditioning and existing power dynamics.
Drawing on Tierney’s (1992) critique and challenges to Tinto’s (1982, 1987, 1993)
theoretical revisions, in the late 1990’s, a hallmark work on college students’ perceived sense of
belonging was published. Hurtado and Carter (1997) acknowledged that Tinto’s revisions
accounted for a degree of conformity and assimilation present in earlier versions but reinforced
that the use of the terms ‘social and academic integration’ were not inclusive of the diverse
experiences of historically marginalized students. Additionally, they called for distinction
between students’ behavioral interactions with the academic and social systems and their
psychological sense of identification and affiliation with the campus community. Hurtado and
Carter (1997) examined the extent to which Latino/a students’ background characteristics and
college experiences in their first and second years contributed to their sense of belonging in the
third year. They defined students’ sense of belonging as a student’s psychological sense of
identification and affiliation with the campus community. Using Bollen and Hoyle’s Perceived

22

Cohesion Scale (1990) as the measurement tool, which included three indicators defining sense
of belonging, discussions of course content with other students outside the classroom and
membership in religious and social organizations were strongly associated with students' sense
of belonging; while perceptions of a hostile racial climate had a direct negative effect on
students’ sense of belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997).
Beginning the important conversation in higher education literature about low student
perception of their belonging being potentially linked to college student departure is attributed
to Hurtado and Carter (1997). They posed questions such as Does sense of belonging to small
social networks or to the overall campus community matter more for student retention and
persistence? What is the nature of involvement or engagement experiences that foster students'
sense of belonging? To what extent do marginalized racial and ethnic identities impact student
experiences of belonging? Generally, they advocated for a digression from Tinto's (1993)
individual student departure theory to develop frameworks that were more inclusive of
transition issues, success strategies, and perceived belonging among students from a variety of
racial and ethnic groups (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Their arguments appealed for the student
perspective to be measured and considered in relationship to their college experience and
reasons for departure.
Belonging Beyond Higher Education
Outside of higher education, belonging received attention from psychologists and
primary and secondary school scholars. Bollen and Hoyle (1990) were among the first who
explored belonging, at that time called ‘cohesion,’ from the individual group members’
perspective. They created the Perceived Cohesion Scale (1990), which was the same scale used
almost ten years later by Hurtado and Carter (1997). This scale measured cohesion with a group
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from the group members’ perception. Bollen and Hoyle believed that perceived cohesion to a
group was important because it impacted the behavior of the individual. Perceived cohesion was
defined as "encompass[ing] an individual's sense of belonging to a particular group and his or
her feelings of morale associated with membership in the group" (Bollen & Hoyle, 1990, p.
482). The two dimensions of perceived cohesion were ‘sense of belonging,’ capturing
cognition, and ‘feelings of morale,’ capturing affect.
Bollen and Hoyle’s (1990) specific interest was with the individual’s perception of the
group experience, since the group could not properly exist and function without the individual’s
knowledge of its inner workings. They hypothesized that if an individual did not perceive
themselves as members of a group, they would not truly understand the group dynamics,
including group values and norms. By administering their designed scale to random samples of
college students and residents of a mid-sized city in the Northeast, they found the two
dimensions of sense of belonging and feelings of morale to be highly correlated. Overall
perceived cohesion was higher for the college sample than the city sample. Their instrument
indicated high reliability and validity, and it was suggested that the scale be utilized widely
outside of higher education in work groups, organizations, towns, and beyond (Bollen & Hoyle,
1990).
Concurrently, psychologists turned their attention to the construct of belonging by
raising the question of whether or not the need to belong was a fundamental human motivation
impacting behavior. Although proposed as such years earlier by Maslow (1954, 1962), a
thorough review of the empirical literature was conducted by Baumeister and Leary (1995) to
answer this question. Over 300 citations of both social and personality psychology research
confirmed ‘the belongingness hypothesis.’ Baumeister and Leary (1995) affirmed that human
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beings are naturally driven to form and maintain positive, lasting, and significant interpersonal
relationships.
Their hypothesis was informed by the understanding that human beings strive to form
social attachments and resist breaking these bonds (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In fact, the
need for belonging is so strong that people interpret situations and conflict in terms of how
relationships will be impacted. The literature review gave strong support for people seeking and
maintaining frequent, pleasant, stable, and enduring interactions with at least a few people who
held primary concern for each other’s welfare. The belongingness hypothesis was reinforced as
a fundamental human need that had been previously underappreciated. Baumeister and Leary
(1995) concluded, "The present state of the empirical evidence is sufficient to confirm the
belongingness hypothesis. The need to belong can be considered a fundamental human
motivation" (p. 521).
Turning to the age of early adolescence, Goodenow (1993) conducted one of the first
quantitative, multiple scale studies which revealed the importance of belonging and
interpersonal support in fostering academic motivation and achievement with middle school
children. Referencing Maslow’s (1962) assertion that belonging is a fundamental human need
which takes precedence over knowledge and understanding, predominantly White middle
school children in suburban New England rated their individual sense of classroom belonging
and support. Significant positive correlational relationships were found between belonging and
support with students’ expectations for success and the interest, value, and importance they
attached to academic subjects. Goodenow (1993) highlighted one single dimension of
belonging, specifically teacher support, as particularly important for academic motivation.
Clearly stated, "Students' perception of the support, interest, and respect they received from
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their teachers was the most influential single component of belonging and support in terms of
association with effort and achievement" (Goodenow, 1993, p. 37). The correlational nature of
the study limited the validity of drawing causal conclusions, and more research was
recommended to determine a causal sequence.
In response, Osterman (2000) conducted an extensive review and synthesis of the
literature on school belonging at the elementary and secondary school level. Belonging was
conceptualized broadly as being a member of a group in which members mattered to one
another and shared beliefs. There were many labels in the literature including relatedness,
support, acceptance, membership, and sense of community, and they had in common the focus
on the students’ psychological experience in relation to others. Student success, academic
motives, academic achievement, and student engagement and participation were all considered
in terms of how significantly they were related to belongingness. Across these variables there
were strong and consistent findings that "students who experience acceptance are more highly
motivated and engaged in learning and more committed to school. These concepts of
commitment and engagement are closely linked to student performance, and more importantly,
to the quality of student learning" (Osterman, 2000, p. 359).
The empirical review by Osterman (2000) revealed the association that school children
who perceived belonging developed inner resources that increased self-perceptions of
competence and autonomy. These positive self-perceptions were linked to increased
engagement, participation in school activities, and personal investment in the learning process.
As a result of this review, Osterman (2000) claimed, "The research suggests that this experience
of belongingness is important at all ages and at all levels from pre-school through high school"
(p. 343). The importance of teacher support was recognized along with a recommendation for
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the development of interpersonal, instructional, and organizational strategies to support positive
student interactions with all members of the school community (Osterman, 2000).
Years later, Murphy (2016) also focused on the secondary school setting with the aim of
including the student perspective on belonging more directly as this point of view had lacked
attention over time. In Understanding Schooling through the Eyes of Students, Murphy (2016)
described belonging in the educational setting as the extent to which students perceived teachers
and other adults in the school as accepting, respectful, inclusive, and supportive of them.
Authentic membership in the school culture was noted as an aspect of the educational
experience that the school administration could and should ensure for all students. With
particular attention to underrepresented cultures within the school, students perceived belonging
or membership when they had agency and to some extent became stakeholders with decisionmaking input. Murphy’s (2016) clear message emphasized the communication of care to
students and the role of teachers as a key factor of student success. Care should be
communicated as concern, availability, and authenticity from educators, while also challenging
students and providing them autonomy in fair and respectful school environments (Murphy,
2016).
Factors that Contribute to Developing Belonging
As belonging gained appreciation in multiple disciplines and school settings, its
importance had become mainstream in higher education literature. The construct of belonging
was further delineated and factors contributing to its development with college students
examined. Simultaneously, due to the increasing psychological and emotional needs of college
students, demonstrating personal attention and care for each and every student challenged
educators. Personal attention through ethic of care models could be time consuming, labor
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intensive, and financially burdensome (Manning et al., 2014; Vázquez-Verdera, 2019). Even so,
many institutions aspired to create a culture in which students, faculty, staff, and community
members function together. Ideally, the leadership of any learning environment gives proper
attention to infusing a sense of belonging for every member of this ethos (Newman, 2005).
Therefore, institutional leadership, decision-making, and priorities would be informed by
reliably demonstrated variables to develop belonging.
Some researchers support the multidimensionality of sense of belonging in terms of
classroom, peer, and institutional belonging and the benefits of using instruments that measure
various dimensions of this construct (Davis et al., 2019; Ribera et al., 2017; Tovar & Simon,
2010). In this study, sense of belonging is acknowledged to be a complex construct and
approached broadly from the individual, psychological perspective of experiencing connection
to and care from the campus community and those who constitute that community. An
exploration into several well-documented factors that impact belonging follows, including: (a)
experiences with diversity and diverse others, (b) social adjustment and peer relationships, (c)
faculty and staff interaction and support, (d) academic preparedness and the classroom
environment, and (e) residence life.
Experiences with Diversity
Positive interactions among diverse peers tend to lead to a greater sense of belonging for
students (Hurtado et al., 2007; Maestas et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2008a; Tovar, 2013), while
experiencing a hostile racial climate (Hurtado et al., 2007; Tovar, 2013) and having adverse
interactions with peers from different racial and ethnic groups (Bowman, 2010; Hurtado et al.,
2015; Niehaus et al., 2019) have been negatively related to sense of belonging. Generally
speaking, an inclusive campus climate and sense of belonging are significant factors in college
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student retention and degree completion (Hausmann et al., 2007; Museus et al., 2008; Nora et
al., 2005; Rhee 2008).
In a quantitative study comparing approximately 600 Latino/a and White college
students at four-year institutions using the College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ),
Strayhorn (2008b) underscored the benefits of diversity. For both Latino/a and White students,
various and frequent interactions with people and perspectives different from their own had a
significant positive impact on students’ sense of belonging to the institution. This study
"provides support for the idea that students who interact with diverse peers form a greater sense
of belonging or attachment to campus, which, in turn, can prevent attrition" (Strayhorn, 2008b
p. 313). The impact was greater for Latino/a students and therefore supported the importance of
diverse experiences, particularly from the perspective of underrepresented students, for both
belonging and academic success.
When Latino/a members of sororities and fraternities were asked to identify with visual
images the places on or off campus where they did and did not belong, several themes regarding
their sense of belonging emerged (Garcia, 2019). First, they perceived their Greek organizations
as substantially different from those who were members of the Interfraternity Council and
National Panhellenic Conference. Second, Latino/a sorority and fraternity members felt actively
marginalized within the fraternity and sorority community even among professional staff in this
functional area. They did not identify fraternity and sorority housing or the main administrative
office as areas in which they felt they belonged. Overall, they experienced a lack of belonging
with the fraternity and sorority community. Garcia contends, "Findings from this study point to
a number of ways that race, racism, power, and oppression were prevalent in the experiences of
Latino/a sorority and fraternity member within the [Fraternity and Sorority Life] community,
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which ultimately affected their sense of belonging within [Fraternity and Sorority Life]" (p.
332-332).
Lee and Davis (2000) examined differences between cultural orientation, past
multicultural experiences, and sense of belonging between college students identifying as Asian
American or European American. Participants were 104 undergraduate students at a large
Southwestern university, 38% of whom self-identified as Asian American and 62% of whom
self-identified as European American. While past multicultural experiences were found to be
unrelated to sense of belonging on campus for both groups of students, Asian American
students who had strong, positive cultural orientations, particularly bicultural (having or
combining the cultural attitudes and customs of two nations, peoples, or ethnic groups) and
assimilationist (taking in or absorbing the majority cultural tradition of a populating or group,
sometimes by rejecting your own culture) orientations, were best able to establish themselves
within the college community and develop a sense of belonging on campus (Lee & Davis,
2000).
Pushing back against the need to assimilate or adapt to the majority cultural tradition to
establish belonging, Read et al. (2003) argued that academic culture creates feelings of isolation
or alienation among nontraditional students. Nontraditional students, in terms of socioeconomic status, age, and ethnicity, from a variety of disciples at an urban university in the
United Kingdom voiced fears of being socially and academically inadequate in 33 focus groups.
The theme of isolation rather than belonging to the culture of the academy was present
particularly with the student vs. lecturer power dynamic. Read et al. (2003) proposed lessening
the power differential among traditional and nontraditional students as well as between the
student and faculty relationship to improve cultural aspects of the academy and increase sense
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of belonging among nontraditional students. It cannot be ignored that "even in institutions that
have a high proportion of 'non-traditional' students, the culture of the academy itself still in
many ways reflects the dominant discourse of the student as young, White, middle-class, and
male" (Read et al., 2003, p. 274).
Finally, in an examination of 10 public universities with a strong commitment to
diversity, Locks et al. (2008) reinforced that frequent, positive interactions with diverse peers
resulted in a greater sense of students’ perceived sense of belonging to their institution. Both
students of color and White students in their second year of college reported a higher sense of
belonging when they socialized and interacted with diverse peers. Importantly, it was not only
the frequency of the interaction with diverse peers, but engagement in substantive matters that
increased perceptions of belonging. Therefore, Locks et al. (2008) emphasized not only
presence, but quality of diverse interactions as the important variable impacting belonging, and
they called resources to be invested in fostering meaningful dialogue and experiences across
racial and ethnic groups.
Social Adjustment and Peer Relationships
Students’ experiences adjusting to college are most greatly impacted by their immediate
environment, and one of the most important factors in that environment is their peer group
(Hurtado et al., 2007). Peers, in addition to faculty and staff, play critical roles in creating
supportive environments for the transition into college (Johnson et al., 2007). Studies have
confirmed the need to operationalize sense of belonging as multidimensional (Davis et al.,
2019; Ribera et al., 2017; Tovar & Simon, 2010). Within that multidimensionality, some
research has emphasized social belonging in terms of a student’s peer group as having a much
higher impact on retention than other aspects of belonging such as academic or classroom
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belonging (Davis et al., 2019; Stebleton et al., 2014). In particular, peer-group interactions have
been associated with a higher sense of belonging. Hausmann et al. (2007) reported that students
with increased social interactions with their peer group and more parental support also reported
having a greater sense of belonging to the institution. More generally, developing positive peer
relationships improved student adjustment and increased their success in college (Pittman &
Richmond, 2008).
The positive impact of peer social relationships on social integration, sense of belonging
and retention has been upheld with specific student populations. For example, Thomas and
Galambos (2004) demonstrated the importance of programs promoting social integration for
less academically engaged first-year students. Membership in fraternities and sororities had
positive effects on both peer belonging and institutional acceptance (Dumford et al., 2019).
Fraternity and sorority membership and more generally holding a campus leadership position
were positively correlated with an increased sense of belonging for students at a Hispanic
serving institution (Maestas et al., 2007). Among students who immigrated to the United States,
Stebleton et al. (2014) found both faculty and peer interactions to have increased students’ sense
of belonging. However, peer interactions were a stronger predictor of sense of belonging than
faculty interactions. Finally, even among working professional adult learners in a closed-cohort
format, the sense of community developed was instrumental to the students’ perceptions of
genuine feelings of closeness and support due to positive peer-group interactions among
students (Harris, 2006). Beyond the first year in college, these adult learners established
personal bonds with one another which fostered a sense of community and increased retention
rates.
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Faculty and Staff Interaction and Support
In addition to peers, faculty and staff have proven invaluable in supporting and easing
students into the college environment (Johnson et al., 2007). As a rule of thumb, the more
interaction students have with faculty, the better they fare as they navigate what can be a
challenging transition (Kuh et al., 2006). Faculty preparedness (Thomas & Galambos, 2004)
and academic advising (Mataczynski, 2014) have emerged as important predictors of student
satisfaction. Students more satisfied with faculty and other administrators, including those who
perceived special interest had been taken for their well-being, have reported higher levels of
belonging to the institution and a greater intent to persist at the institution (Maestas et al., 2007;
Mataczynski, 2014). Hurtado et al. (2015) stated plainly, "Educators that have direct contact
with students play an important role in creating students' sense of belonging on a campus" (p.
73).
Using two national data sets from the National Survey of Student Engagement, Umbach
and Wawrzynski (2005) examined the relationship between faculty practices and student
engagement. Students felt supported when faculty engaged them inside and outside of the
classroom. First-year students with frequent faculty interactions in their courses reported greater
gains in personal and social development. First-year students who reported faculty placed more
importance on their participation in co-curricular educational experiences reported more
engagement on campus. Perhaps more than any other university administrator, faculty members
powerfully and positively impacted student learning and engagement by creating an engaging
educational context (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).
In a study of quality of teacher interactions and sense of belonging in the Netherlands,
Meeuwisse et al., (2010) identified positive relationships between the learning environment,
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peer and teacher interactions, study success, and students’ perceived sense of belonging.
However, there were differences found between ethnic majority and minority students regarding
teacher interactions. For ethnic minority students, positive formal teacher and peer relationships
increased their sense of belonging but did not influence their study progress. For ethnic majority
students, better informal contact with peers positively influenced their sense of belonging and
study progress. They concluded that underrepresented students benefited more from developing
faculty relationships and highlighted the importance of this strategy to support underrepresented
students to develop belonging but noted that academic support for these students may require
other measures (Meeuwisse et al., 2010).
Effective staff members provide support, encouragement, and a caring environment for
students. Schreiner et al. (2011) investigated attitudes and behaviors of faculty and staff who
contributed to the successful persistence of high-risk students. High-risk students were
identified as first-generation students, students of color, students with low socio-economic
status, or students taking remedial courses. Interviews with 62 high-risk students and the 54
faculty or staff members they identified as impactful to their college success, revealed that
students perceived effective faculty members as encouraging, supportive, interested in their
lives, while also challenging and motivating. Mission-driven campus personnel shared four key
characteristics: (a) a passion for working with students, (b) a desire to impact their lives, (c) the
willingness to invest time and energy in them, and (d) authentic connections. Interestingly, both
quality and timing of interactions impacted student success. When students were struggling,
needed advice, or considered leaving, these faculty and staff members served as “retention
agents” (Schreiner et al., 2011, pg. 336). The researchers concluded:
Students do not stay in or leave institutions as much as they stay in or leave
relationships. To the extent that one can understand the quality of students' relationships
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with individuals within colleges and universities, it is possible to better understand the
dynamic of students' choices to stay or leave. (Schreiner et al., 2011, p. 333)
In a recent study examining potential mitigating effects of faculty and staff experiences
on the effects of discrimination and bias on students’ perceived sense of belonging, Hurtado et
al. (2015) analyzed a diverse sample of over 20,000 students at broad access and selective
institutions. Data analysis of the 2010-2011 Diverse Learning Environments (DLE) survey
conducted by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California,
Los Angeles, showed a negative relationship between students witnessing acts of discrimination
and hearing bias-related statements by faculty and their sense of belonging to the campus. In
this study, the more validation students received from faculty and staff, both inside and outside
of the classroom, the greater their feelings of belonging to campus. However, aligned with other
research demonstrating the importance and efficacy of positive faculty-student relationships
(Meeuwisse et al., 2010; Schreiner et al.,2011; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005), Hurtado et al.
(2015) underscored student resilience, despite microaggressions, was increased by validating
experiences with faculty and staff.
Finally, using Strayhorn’s (2012) sense of belonging definition and core elements,
researchers surveyed almost 1,000 Caribbean students at the University of Trinidad and Tobago
to understand the role of student services in promoting students’ sense of belonging (Niehaus et
al., 2019). Sense of belonging was measured with a 4-item scale adapted from the National
Study of Living-Learning Programs. Increased engagement in cocurricular activities was
positively associated with student reports of caring interactions with student services staff
members and an increased sense of belonging. Consistent with Schreiner et al.’s findings
(2011), Niehaus et al. (2019)’s study found that effective staff members provided support,
encouragement, and a caring environment for students. Niehaus et al. (2019) called for
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qualitative research to better understand the impact and potential benefits of student services
staff relationships with students given the frequency and centrality of these interactions
throughout the cocurricular educational experience.
Academic Preparedness and Classroom Environment
The relationship between students’ perceived sense of belonging and academic
preparedness and classroom success has been studied rigorously (Dumford et al., 2019;
Freeman et al., 2007; Hurtado et al., 2007; Johnson, et al., 2007; Kennedy & Tuckman, 2013;
Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Thomas & Galambos, 2004; Zepke et al., 2006). Beginning with
the transition from high school to college, students who made a smooth academic and social
transition from home felt a greater sense of belonging with their institutions (Johnson, et al.,
2007). Speaking to the importance of the transition to college, Hurtado et al. (2007) wrote,
“Academic adjustment and sense of belonging are strongly linked for all students in the first
year of college…. managing the academic environment is essential to feeling a part of campus
life in the first year for all students" (p. 883).
Successful academic integration is related to persistence in that students spending time
discussing course content outside of class, talking with faculty, studying, and working on
individual research projects reduced the probability of withdrawal (Rhee, 2008). Also linked to
retention, Zepke et al. (2006) reinforced the importance of adapting well-established pedagogic
norms and practices to meet diverse learning styles. Meeting the diversity of learners in the
educational environment, including first-generation college students (Pittman & Richmond,
2007), contributed to student retention and feelings of belonging to the institution (Zepke et al.,
2006).
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Diverse learners also include students who are less academically engaged, academically
unprepared, and those who may not have had role models at home who completed college
degrees. Both first-year students and seniors with lower grades reported lower perceptions of
their peer belonging and institutional acceptance (Dumford et al., 2019). For this population of
students who may struggle to adjust and perform academically, extended indications of personal
concern for them as individuals were found to be important because these expressions of care
mitigated academic difficulty during the student transition (Thomas & Galambos, 2004).
In a study that examined the relationship between procrastination and multiple variables
including perceived school belongingness, Kennedy and Tuckman (2013) found a significant
negative influence of procrastination on perceived school belongingness and a positive
relationship between school belongingness and self-efficacy in meeting academic goals. They
concluded, "Students who tend[ed] not to procrastinate also tend[ed] to report stronger feelings
of school belongingness, lower perceived stress, and higher self-efficacy and, indirectly,
somewhat higher end-of-term GPAs" (Kennedy & Tuckman, 2013, p. 461). Therefore, support
for programs designed to help students overcome procrastination and manage their time was
recommended.
Sense of belonging is also associated with academic motivation and demonstrated
academic accomplishment. Self-rated ability to conduct research and manage the academic
environment were positively related to students’ sense of belonging (Hurtado et al., 2007).
Among first-year students, a student’s sense of efficacy for succeeding in class and perception
of coursework as important and relevant to their lives were strongly associated with their
psychological sense of belonging (Freeman et al., 2007; Hurtado et al, 2007). Sense of
belonging was positively associated with instructor encouragement of student participation and
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interaction, instructor warmth and organization, and well-designed and implemented course
instruction (Freeman et al., 2007). Overall, students who reported a greater sense of belonging
at the university were doing better academically, felt more competent scholastically, and
reported higher self-worth (Pittman & Richmond, 2007). Although the relationship between
sense of belonging and academic preparedness, integration, and achievement has been
established, the causal connection remains unclear.
Residence Life
Out-of-class experiences are influential when it comes to shaping academic and
cognitive learning and, more specifically, the effects of living on-campus and within livinglearning communities has been strongly and positively associated with student learning
(Terenzini et al., 1996). In fact, commuter students have been described as living divided lives
compared to traditional, residential students (Alford, 1998). Living in a campus residence hall,
when compared to commuting from home, has been shown to enhance a student's prospects of
completing their degree program while living off campus in an apartment or private home has
been associated with mixed results (Schuddle, 2011). It is thought that the learning and
persistence advantages are due to the numerous interpersonal interactions that take place with
peers and faculty in a residence hall. The amount and nature of these interpersonal interactions
provide the opportunity to encounter different people and new ideas which facilitate student
learning (Terenzini et al., 1996).
Residence halls are also key spaces where students develop their sense of belonging.
Berger (1997) examined the role of the residence hall in fostering social integration in a
quantitative, longitudinal study of first-year persistence at a highly selective private university
and found that the residence hall was a key space in which students developed a sense of
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community. Further, the extent to which students became socially integrated as a result of living
in the residence halls served as an indicator of persistence (Berger, 1997). The residential
community facilitated social integration by providing opportunities for social interaction, which
is particularly important at the beginning of the fall semester (Berger, 1997; Braxton, &
McClendon, 2001). Moreover, students’ perceptions of the residence hall climate are related to
their sense of belonging. Students who found the residential community to be socially
supportive and inclusive reported a higher sense of belonging noting the residence life staff as
critical in fostering culturally inclusive environments (Johnson et al., 2007). Belonging is also
fostered when students personalize their bedroom spaces, which serve as refuge during what can
be a challenging transition to college (Samura, 2016a).
First-year student living-learning communities, which are indirectly linked to retention
and degree completion, enroll groups of students in one or more courses typically organized
around a theme and social in-hall programming (Kuh et al., 2006). Intentionally connecting the
residential and academic learning environments has been adopted in various forms at all types
of institutions. Students are encouraged to live on campus at minimum during their first year to
increase their engagement with faculty, staff, and peers and allow them to more easily partake in
diverse experiences offered by the institution’s cultural and artistic venues (Kuh et al., 2006).
When compared to other residential students, students in living-learning communities reported
receiving more social and academic support, engaging in multicultural experiences, becoming
leaders, and developing a higher sense of belonging to the institution (Spanierman et al., 2013;
Ribera et al., 2017).
Living-learning communities have been associated with both retention and sense of
belonging. Hoffman et al. (2002) connected students’ perceived sense of belonging in
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residential living-learning communities to retention. They developed and refined an instrument,
the Sense of Belonging Scale (Hoffman et al., 2002), then used this measure to investigate
students’ perceived sense of belonging living in residential learning communities compared
with those living in residence halls without learning communities at a mid-sized, public research
institution in the Northeast. Referring to Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) theoretical model of student
departure, Hoffman et al. (2002) posited that the greater sense of belonging a student feels with
the university, the greater their commitment to the institution, and therefore the more likely they
are to remain. They found that students who took advantage of the structured academic
experience of learning communities, which involves co-registration in multiple academic
courses, were more likely to perceive higher levels of belonging, which included peer support,
faculty support, classroom comfort, as well as lower levels of isolation. Sense of belonging
stemmed from 'valued involvement' in the collegiate environment, which is predicated on
students establishing supportive peer relationships to assist in meeting new challenges and
believing that faculty are compassionate and invested in them. Overall, they regarded sense of
belonging as an important factor for institutions to create and evaluate retention programs
(Hoffman et al., 2002).
More recently, belonging has been measured multidimensionally. Dumford et al. (2019)
utilized exploratory factor analysis with 2014 NSSE data and 17,000 first-year and senior
college students at 44 colleges and universities. Belonging was measured on two dimensions:
peer belonging, defined as connections with peers, and institutional belonging, defined as
feelings of acceptance from members of the institution. Correlational results indicated an
unintended negative consequence that single occupancy rooms may be increasing isolation and
loneliness for students. Both first-year and senior students living with one or more roommate(s)
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reported higher levels of peer belonging than those living alone. Also, first-year students living
farther than walking distance from campus reported lower levels of peer belonging than those
living on campus (Dumford et al., 2019).
Sense of Belonging and Underrepresented Students
Significant differences have been reported between the experiences of belonging
between majority and underrepresented college students (Dumford et al., 2019; Hurtado &
Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus & Maramba, 2011; Ostrove & Long, 2007; Tierney
1992; Woosley & Shepler, 2011). This line of investigation has been one of the most extensive
in the college student sense of belonging literature. Overall, due to the significant impact on
students who identify with underrepresented and traditionally underserved groups, it seems
imperative to communicate from the institutional and individual level to all students, regardless
of background and identity, that they belong. Walton and Cohen (2007) assert, "One of the most
important questions that people ask themselves in deciding to enter, continue, or abandon a
pursuit is, ‘Do I belong?’ Among socially stigmatized individuals, this question may be visited
and revisited" (p. 95).
Using Hurtado and Carter’s (1997) psychological concept of sense of belonging, Museus
and Maramba (2011) conducted a quantitative study at a large, highly selective public research
university located on the west coast. Items from Bollen and Hoyle’s (1990) Perceived Cohesion
Scale were utilized to examine the influence of cultural factors on Filipino American college
students' sense of belonging at a predominantly White institution. This study was part of a
national Cooperative Institutional Research Program administered by the Higher Education
Research Institute (HERI) at University of California, Los Angeles. Museus and Maramba
(2011) found that pressure on Filipino American students to conform and sever connections
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with their cultural heritages indirectly influenced their sense of belonging via their impact on
cultural adjustment. It was problematic for students from cultures incongruent with those
traditionally existing on their college campuses, specifically White, middle-class, and non-first
generation, to feel they must detach from their traditional cultural heritages to succeed. Since
campus climate impacts sense of belonging, institutions have the ability to either positively or
negatively impact racial and ethnic minority students’ sense of belonging and persistence. The
researchers concluded, "Postsecondary educators should use cultural frameworks to create
culturally relevant educational programs and practices designed to facilitate the adjustment and
foster a sense of belonging for college students of color" (Museus & Maramba, 2011, p. 253).
Another seminal study analyzed a national sample of almost 3,000 first-year students in
their second semester using data from the 2004 National Study of Living-Learning Programs
(NSLLP) and compared multiple racial and ethnic backgrounds as well as the student residence
hall experience (Johnson et al., 2007). The 34 sample universities were located in 24 states and
the District of Columbia, and most were public, flagship institutions with predominately White
enrollments. White students expressed the greatest sense of belonging among all racial and
ethnic groups except for multiracial/multiethnic students. There were no significant
relationships found between institutional selectivity or participation in a living-learning
community and sense of belonging. Overall, the most significant finding was that first-year
students of color perceived a less strong sense of belonging on their campuses than did White
students. Researchers concluded that those perceptions should guide campus administrators,
faculty, and staff to foster inclusive climates (Johnson et al., 2007).
More recently, a quantitative exploratory factor analysis of 2014 NSSE data involving
17,000 students at 44 colleges and universities measured belonging on two dimensions: peer
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and institutional (Dumford et al., 2019). Although correlational, not causal, first-generation
students had a less positive perception of their peer belonging and institutional acceptance than
did socially advantaged counterparts. Furthermore, although African American students
reported higher levels of institutional acceptance than did their European American
counterparts, both first-year and senior students of color were significantly less likely than
European American students to feel strong peer belonging (Dumford et al., 2019).
Establishing belonging for underrepresented students is critical since in the context of
postsecondary education these students are less certain about the quality of their social bonds
and even minor events that threaten their social connectedness can have large negative effects
on academic motivation (Walton & Cohen, 2007). First-generation college students who felt
more accepted performed better academically (Woosley & Shepler, 2011). Students from less
privileged social class backgrounds were more likely to feel alienated and reported a lower
sense of belonging, which impacted their adjustment to college, academic engagement, and
persistence to graduation (Ostrove & Long, 2007). With underrepresented students, extending
and reinforcing their belonging to the campus community should be a priority for any institution
committed to every student’s success.
Negative Impact on Disconnected Students
In terms of overall psychological health and well-being, feeling that one belongs to a
group and has strong interpersonal relationships truly matters. How do feelings of disconnection
and isolation impact physical and mental health? Generally, many of the strongest negative and
positive emotions are linked to belongingness including feelings of rejection, exclusion, anxiety,
depression and loneliness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Feelings of rejection or exclusion have
been associated with classroom behavioral problems such as aggression and withdrawal in

43

addition to symptoms of emotional distress including loneliness (Osterman, 2000). Even severe
behavioral outcomes such as violence, and suicide have been related to isolation and
disconnection from others (Osterman, 2000).
In addition to lack of belonging being associated with higher levels of mental and
physical illness, Shaulskiy (2018) determined that a student’s membership in a student
organization may be beneficial for their mental health. Beyond a general feeling of connection
to the university, sense of belonging to a student organization was associated with a greater
sense of psychological well-being. Moreover, in a recent retention study of students leaving a
small, private, selective liberal arts college, researchers noted that many students who left the
institution did so for non-academic reasons (Gansemer-Topf et al., 2014). Outstanding variables
impacting their decision to leave were linked to homesickness, feeling isolated, and having poor
relationships with peers and faculty at the institution which may have resulted from a lack of
belonging to the place (Gansemer-Topf et al., 2014).
Finally, the association between social support and physical health was examined in a
quantitative study of 247 undergraduates at a large Midwestern university (Hale et al., 2005).
The four social support domains hypothesized to predict physical health were: (a) tangible
support (material, instrumental), (b) belonging (connection to a group of others), (c) disclosure
(availability of others within whom to share intimate details), and (d) social intimacy (closeness,
caring). Surprisingly, belonging was the only support variable to correlate with health
perceptions and directly predict physical health. Higher belonging predicted fewer physical
symptoms for male participants. Consistent with literature on social support, participants who
reported higher belonging and a network of relationships, reported more healthy perceptions
and fewer physical symptoms (Hale et al., 2005).
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Sense of Belonging and Retention
Student perceptions of the campus climate and their sense of belonging on campus are
significant factors in college student retention and degree completion (Hausmann et al, 2007;
Museus et al, 2008; Nora et al 2005, Rhee 2008; Tinto, 2010, 2012). Sense of belonging has
been recognized as such a pivotal influence that "sense of belonging should be added as a standalone variable in persistence research" (Hausmann et al., 2007, p. 835). With few exceptions
(Tovar, 2013), a review of the literature to date strongly recommends institutions foster a
culture of belonging because it is central to student retention and success.
For first-year students in particular, establishing new social and academic connections in
a place where the student has had no previous membership is critical for persistence (Rhee,
2008). In England and the United Kingdom, seven intentionally designed projects to increase
student retention and success firmly and consistently pointed to the importance of students
developing a strong sense of belonging with their institution as the result of academic and cocurricular engagement (Thomas, 2012). Tinto (2012) explained this relationship simply and
directly. Sense of belonging is a significant psychological construct processed at the level of the
individual interpreting their environment. A student’s decision to stay or leave a university is
shaped to a great extent by the interpretation of the social environment including their belonging
to and membership within that community (Tinto, 2012).
In another international study, O’Keeffe (2013) analyzed data from studies conducted in
the United States and Australia to uncover root causes of student attrition. Interest in these two
countries stemmed from low attrition rates measuring between 20%-50%. Even when
considering variables such a part-time student status, diverse learning needs, online learning,
class size, and personalization of the educational environment; nevertheless, O’Keeffe (2013)
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concluded that students who felt safe and valued were more likely to persist. With
acknowledgement that the individual student must extend effort to adjust by making
connections and engaging in presented opportunities of interest, students’ perceived sense of
belonging remained paramount to their decision to stay. The institution’s efforts to create a safe
and welcoming community by acknowledging and celebrating the diversity of the student body
contributed to student adjustment and retention (O’Keeffe, 2013).
To assess the variables with the strongest relationship to predict intention to persist in
college and retain students from their first to second year, Morrow and Ackermann (2012) used
Hoffman et al.’s 26-item Sense of Belonging Scale (2002). Similar to Hoffman et al. (2002),
they found that perceived faculty support had a small but significant positive relationship with
intention to persist. Perceived peer support was also a significant predictor of second-year
retention. However, when both faculty support and peer support (sense of belonging variables)
were included in the final analysis, both were no longer significantly related to intention to
persist or second-year retention. The motivational attitude variables remained significant
predictors. Therefore, they called for further exploration on the relationship between students’
sense of belonging and retention-related metrics and wondered if a student’s motivation was
more important than their perceived sense of belonging in relationship to persistence (Morrow
& Ackermann, 2012).
In one of the few qualitative studies on college students’ sense of belonging, Lane’s
(2016) case study with 50 participants investigated how a science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) enrichment program supported retention and degree attainment of
underrepresented students at a large, public, predominantly White institution. Strayhorn’s
(2012) definition of sense of belonging as feeling cared for or connected to the university was
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examined in its relationship to student retention and persistence by conducting focus groups,
individual interviews, participant observations, and document analysis. Sense of belonging was
measured through the community building components of familial atmosphere, peer
relationships, and relationships with staff and peer mentors. Proactive care was demonstrated by
staff perceived by students to be genuinely concerned with and invested in their well-being and
success. Lane (2016) found that holistic support, community building, STEM identity
development, and proactive care were each integral to student success.
Furthermore, unlike Tinto's framework (1987, 1993) suggesting that students should
limit their interaction in relationships outside of the college environment to fully integrate into
the collegiate context; many students of color relied on their existing relationships with friends
and family to persist in higher education (Lane, 2016). Their use of an established outside
community provided resources and social support. Lane (2016) called for more qualitative
research and methods to capture the nuances and complexities of students' program experiences
in relationship to the development of their sense of belonging and overall academic and social
integration.
As a final point of example, Davis et al. (2019) recently studied 837 first-year domestic
students at a public, Midwestern university and concluded that sense of belonging should be
included in predictive retention models. Measuring both Belonging to the Institution (social
belonging) and Belonging to a Major (academic belonging), students who indicated low
belonging were at much higher risk for non-retention. Online engagement, such as online
orientation programs, improved sense of belonging before matriculation. Survey taking
behavior was also an indicator of retention. Although academic belonging and institutional
belonging were correlated, institutional belonging was a better predictor of retention.
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Interestingly, belonging and academic performance were not correlated. Therefore, Davis et al.
(2019) recommended both factors be considered when predicting retention to enable institutions
to better identify and intervene with students struggling with sense of belonging.
Belonging Remains at the Forefront of Persistence Theory
Tinto’s (2017) most recent theory of college student persistence embraced the student
perspective described by Strayhorn (2012, 2019), Lane (2016), and Niehaus et al. (2019) as vital
to understanding students’ goals and motivation, which ultimately determine persistence.
According to Tinto (2017), while motivation is key for persistence; motivation is also
malleable. The three factors of self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceptions of worth or
relevance of the curriculum, interact to shape motivation, which in turn impacts persistence.
Specifically exploring sense of belonging, Tinto described it as an expressed commitment
binding the individual to a group or community even amidst challenges. While noting that other
issues such as finances and family obligations impact students' decisions to persist or depart,
nonetheless, the importance of students’ perceived sense of belonging was underscored (Tinto,
2017). Belonging is described as a driver for student engagement and a reflection of their place
in the social and academic fabric of the new institutional environment shaped by daily
interactions with other students, faculty, staff, and administrators on campus. Given its
importance to student persistence, Tinto (2017) encouraged institutions to foster students’ sense
of belonging by ensuring university personnel are reasonably representative of the student body,
emphasizing that every student interaction matters, and promoting shared academic and social
experiences such as learning communities and cohort programs.
In addition to Tinto (2017), newer retention models continue to surface that account for
belonging and connectedness to the institution. Kerby (2015) argued for a contemporary
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paradigm that includes elements of past models, but also recognized the importance of the
interconnectedness of college experience from the student perspective. Specifically, they
include the external factors of national and educational climate along with the internal factors of
institutional culture and climate that culminate into a “sense of place.” Ultimately, sense of
place impacts voluntary dropout decisions and should be included in predictive retention models
for more accuracy. Sense of place is defined as an outcome of intellectual development, social
integration, and institutional commitment that if not developed leads to attrition. With an eye on
the negative consequences of alienation and ineffectual socialization on students, Kerby (2105)
encouraged institutions to include all of these factors when tailoring retention efforts.
Situating the Present Study in the Literature
Sense of belonging from a student perspective remains relevant as demonstrated by
Tinto’s (2017) revised theory of college student persistence and Strayhorn’s (2012, 2019) recent
work in naming the core elements of college students’ sense of belonging followed by his
theoretical model that highlights the importance of students experiencing belonging as a
precursor to learning and development in an educational setting. A fundamental need for all
people (Maslow, 1954, 1962), Strayhorn (2019) called for further research from the student
perspective on sense of belonging. This echoes Lane (2016) and Niehaus et al. (2019) who
called for additional qualitative research to delve into the nuanced narrative of college students’
sense of belonging, which leads to student success and persistence.
Similar to Kerby (2015), Jorgenson et al. (2018) recognized that a coherent, unified
educational experience is felt from the student perspective. They articulated this more broadly
than sense of belonging as “sense of connectedness,” which includes students’ perceived sense
of belonging, integration with the university community, and satisfaction with the university
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relationship. Sense of connectedness from a student perspective implies that students do not see
or experience the silos created by the institutional organizational structure. Therefore,
collaboration and seamless integration between academic and student affairs is required if
institutions choose to act in students’ best interests. In a mixed methods study with a survey and
focus groups, Jorgenson et al. (2018) found that:
1. Students have a tendency to connect with students of similar backgrounds and
worldviews.
2. Students connected most with faculty and staff whom they perceived to care about
them as people.
3. Students who connected with new friends were more likely to stay at the institution
rather than travel home on weekends
4. Formation of connectedness is a function of nonlinear, relational development.
Connectedness developed as students fulfilled “task roles and simultaneously met their
interpersonal needs” (Jorgeson et al., 2018, p. 87). Since connectedness is developed through
relationships with any member of the institutional community whether it be peers, faculty, or
staff, institutions must recognize the overlapping and cohesive nature of the student experience
and develop student success outcome measures accordingly.
In further support of the student perspective told directly from student experience,
Johnson (2000) wrote, "Knowing what a student's experiences are is inadequate; one must also
know what those experiences mean to the student before making a judgment on the student's
decision-making processes or designing appropriate interventions for supporting that student"
(p. 157). Additionally, Murphy’s (2016) research on sense of belonging in secondary schools
focuses on understanding and listening to students before implementing educational practices
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due to the importance of the student perspective in the 21st century. Finally, Jorgenson et al.
(2018) advocated for the student perspective to be heard: "A holistic approach focused on
student connectedness and satisfaction should incorporate the student perspective rather than
relying predominantly on institutional conceptualizations of structure and outreach" (p. 90).
Chapter Two Summary
In sum, this chapter presented a comprehensive review of current literature on sense of
belonging and broader constructs of connectedness between college students and higher
education institutions. The current literature is largely quantitative and reliant upon survey
questions and variable correlation to inform educators about this very important component of
student retention, persistence, and success outcomes. Depth, context, and potentially
corroborating or new information should be added to what is currently known about college
student belonging by hearing from students directly. My study addressed a gap in the literature
by evaluating the student experience of belonging to add complexity and nuance in developing
connection to a new college environment while also complementing the informative literature to
date on college students’ sense of belonging. In the next chapter, I describe the methods I used
to address the identified gap and conduct this study.
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Chapter Three: Methods
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less
likely to retain into their second year, described their development of a perceived sense of
belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United
States. This chapter provides a detailed outline of the study design. My constructivist evaluator
paradigm laid the groundwork for the methodological choices presented in this chapter. Then, to
inquire into students’ perceived sense of belonging from an evaluative approach, qualitative
interview methodology informed the participant selection, data collection, and data analysis.
Finally, I consider my preconceptions and biases through self-reflexivity and discuss efforts to
ensure trustworthiness and authenticity. Limitations of the study are also addressed.
Evaluator Paradigm
This study was conducted from a constructivist inquiry paradigm, which purports that
the nature of reality or ontology is relative and the relationship to truth or epistemology is
subjective (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Makombe, 2017). According to Guba (1990), in the most
general sense, a paradigm is defined as “a basic set of beliefs that guides action, whether of the
everyday garden variety or action taken in connection with a disciplined inquiry" (p. 17). From
a constructivist paradigm, reality only exists within the mental framework in which it is
constructed. Therefore, reality is within a person’s mind and each reality holds equal value. It is
local, specific, and based on one’s lived experiences and interactions with others (Guba, 1990;
Lincoln et al., 2018).
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A constructivist’s epistemology or relationship between the researcher and truth is
subjectivist. If realties exist in people’s minds, then people must interact to access them. These
interactions are by nature subjective (Guba, 1990). It is the process of this interaction between
the researcher and participant that creates knowledge.
Aligning with the theoretical framework of this study, a constructivist inquiry paradigm
contends that experiences of belonging are evaluated and accessed at the individual
psychological level (Strayhorn, 2019). With multiple participants, there were multiple
perspectives on developing belonging on a new university campus. My posture as an evaluator
was that of a co-constructor of knowledge by understanding and interpreting the participant’s
reality, while ensuring this interpretation was accurate and representative of the participant’s
experience.
The data collection method selected corresponded with a constructivist paradigm
because knowledge was elicited from its origin within participants, and these individual
constructions were depicted as accurately as possible (Lincoln et al., 2018). Through semistructured individual interviews, participants had ample opportunity to construct and share their
personal, subjective reality about belonging to the institution. The methodological emphasis was
placed on individual interaction in order to faithfully represent multiple, varied, and potentially
conflicting realities (Guba, 1990).
Design of the Study
While I was not an outside evaluator, stated goals regarding belonging had not been
clearly articulated at the divisional or institutional level. "The value of goal-free evaluation does
not lie in picking up what everyone already 'knows,' but in noticing something that everyone
else has overlooked, or in producing a novel overall perspective" (Scriven, 1991, p. 59). Guided
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by Scriven’s (1991) evaluative philosophy, the opportunity presented in this goal-free
evaluation was to examine how students developed belonging within the university environment
without pre-determined goals contributing to tunnel-vision. Goal-free evaluation provided the
ability to look at actual effects rather than stated effects, including side effects and
unanticipated consequences (Youker et al., 2016). Goal-free evaluation is not a traditional
program evaluation in that:
1. In this study, the ‘program’ was the student experience of belonging, a topic less
defined than those classically outlined with a beginning, middle, and end.
2. The program goals regarding student belonging were not distinctively addressed by
the institution.
This approach to evaluation does not have published guidebooks, handbooks, or instruction
manuals (Youker et al., 2016). Rather, one of the benefits for this particular study was that goalfree evaluation is methodologically neutral, and the approach can be combined with a number of
qualitative or quantitative data-collection methodologies including those coupled with a
constructivist paradigm (Youker & Ingraham, 2014). Without being confined to evaluating
stated goals, I was able to determine the best methodology for my inquiry.
As the evaluator, I did not know much about how students viewed and developed
belonging. Therefore, my methodological choices allowed for me to stay open and curious to
finding out. My evaluation questions remained broad. Further, the qualitative methodological
choice of conducting semi-structured interviews was appropriate because they are nonprescriptive. Specifically, for educational evaluation “qualitative methods produce detailed,
experiential accounts which promote individual understandings more readily than collective
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agreement and consensual programmatic action" (Mabry, 2003, p. 168). As a constructivist, I
was interested in portraying various shades of experience regarding student belonging.
I employed semi-structured interviews (see Appendix H), common in qualitative
program evaluation, which permitted the “flexible use of prepared protocols to maximize issuedriven and emergent information gathering” (Mabry, 2003, p. 170). These semi-structured
interviews utilized an interview guide with questions addressing each area of the evaluative
inquiry including an opening question. This format also provided me flexibility to move away
from the prescribed script to further co-construct and clarify the participant’s intent and
meaning by asking follow-up questions (Lichtman, 2013). This approach was less concerned
with controlling for objectivity, which is particularly important when discussing a more
personal topic such as belonging to the institutional environment.
A qualitative semi-structured interview format for data collection allowed me to address
each evaluation question as the primary evaluator in the role of co-constructing meaning during
data collection and interpretation. It explicitly encouraged multiple viewpoints from those
involved to gather both agreed upon and diverse perspectives. Reporting for this study has been
structured by addressing each evaluation question and proposing overall recommendations from
this dissertation in practice. Overall, this design best aligned with the combination of a goal-free
evaluative approach, my evaluator paradigm and epistemological stance, and the purpose and
scope of the evaluation questions.
Evaluation Questions
One overarching evaluation question was developed and answered by addressing a
subset of four specific questions to more thoroughly understand the phenomenon under study.
Each inquiry served as a point of departure for interview questions and preliminary analysis.
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Evaluation questions were directly connected to the specific questions posed to participants
during interviews (Table 1). The main evaluation question guiding this study, addressed by
answering a subset of four related questions, was:
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern
university?
1. What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first year of
college?
2. How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout their
first year of college?
3. How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of belonging?
4. How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential
environment, feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging?
These evaluation questions were formulated from an appreciative inquiry perspective to
determine what is working well specifically for these participants but also more generally
within the institutional context in terms of fostering belonging. Appreciative inquiry values
‘what is’ while envisioning and dialoging about ‘what might be’ to fuel innovation (Hammond,
1998). This approach affirmed positive engagement while also acknowledging multiple realities
and valuing difference, which was aligned with my constructivist paradigm. Appreciative
inquiry strives to carry forward the best parts of an experience (Hammond, 1998). Participant
stories were grounded in their real experiences and their successes may guide future
institutional decisions and inform other new students during their institutional transition.
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Table 1
Evaluation Questions and Corresponding Interview Questions
Overarching Evaluation Question
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern university?
Specific Evaluation Question
What were participants’ most
notable experiences of
belonging during their first year
of college?

Individual Interview Questions
Describe what it feels like when you belong to a place like
[institutional name]?
Describe a time when your classes or academic involvements
impacted your sense of acceptance or connection here? What
made you feel connected?
Describe a time when your co-curricular involvements
impacted your sense of acceptance or connection here? What
made you feel connected?

How did participants’ perceived
sense of belonging change over
time throughout their first year
of college?

Think back to when you arrived on campus: Tell me about a
time during those first few weeks when you felt particularly
accepted or respected? What made you feel accepted or
respected?
Compared to the first few weeks of the fall semester, how has
your sense of feeling accepted or cared about by [institution
name] changed? What are the circumstances impacting this
change?
How important do you think it is to feel a sense of belonging
to the university community?
At this time, what do you value most about being a part of the
[institutional name] community? How does this differ from
when you first arrived on campus?

How did others, including
peers, faculty, and staff, feature
in their accounts of developing
a sense of belonging?

Describe what it feels like when you belong to a group of
people?
Describe an interaction with one of your professors that made
you feel cared about, accepted, or valued?
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Table 1. (Continued)
Overarching Evaluation Question
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern university?
Specific Evaluation Question
How did others, including
peers, faculty, and staff, feature
in their accounts of developing
a sense of belonging?
(continued)

How did environmental factors,
such as the university setting
and residential environment,
feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of
belonging?

Individual Interview Questions
Describe an interaction with a staff member that made you
feel cared about, accepted, or valued?
Tell me about an interaction with other students when you
felt cared about, accepted, or valued?

Tell me about a time when an aspect of your residential
experience increased your sense of acceptance or belonging?
What made you feel belonging?
Where are the places that you go on campus to feel connected
and appreciated?

What do faculty and staff need to know about creating an
inclusive community so that everyone feels they have a
place?
Other Related Questions

What do other students need to know about creating an
inclusive community so that everyone feels they have a
place?
Please share anything else on your mind about the topic of
‘belonging’ in this community.

Note. This table demonstrates correspondence between the questions posed to participants
during their individual interview and the specific evaluation questions of the study. Appendix H
details my interview guide. During these semi-structured interviews, I posed related questions
for clarity and asked that participants expand upon some answers they provided.

58

Definition of ‘Sense of Belonging’
‘Sense of belonging’ is a term that has been defined differently in the literature
(Goodenow, 1993; Osterman, 2000; Strayhorn, 2019; Tovar & Simon, 2010). In this study,
‘sense of belonging’ was defined as:
Students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness,
and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by,
and important to the campus community or others on campus such as faculty, staff and
peers. (Strayhorn, 2019, p. 4)
Description of the Evaluation Setting
This study was conducted at a mid-sized, secular, private university in the Southeastern
United States with a total enrollment of almost 10,000 undergraduate and graduate students.
The student body is primarily enrolled in undergraduate programs with approximately 1,000
graduate students. It is an urban institution of higher education and provides many student
internship opportunities located in the adjacent city. The university is considered academically
competitive and is comprised of four colleges; including business, social sciences, natural
sciences, and humanities. It is particularly well-known for the business college, a competitive
health sciences programs, and unique majors such as marine science and entrepreneurship. The
university has seen unprecedented enrollment growth for over 20 consecutive years and
subsequently invested in many new construction projects to keep pace with the expansion of the
student population. Undergraduate tuition, room, and board rates remain competitive among
regional private schools. A residential university, the majority of undergraduate students live in
university owned and operated residence halls. Approximately 50% of students reside within
the state and the remaining travel from across the United States and the world to attend.
Approximately 15% of the total student population are international students.
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My role at the university is the associate dean of students, which situated me in the
division of student affairs reporting to the vice president of student affairs. I am responsible for
the strategic planning, oversight, and evaluation of three departments as well as having
divisional leadership responsibilities for the vice president of student affairs. I have worked in
student affairs for over 20 years, and my tenure at this institution began in 2015.
Participants
Utilizing horizontal, purposive sampling (Geddes et al., 2018), participants were
recruited from an identified group of first-year students “with particular characteristics…to
assist with the relevant research” (Etikan et al., 2016, p. 1). Purposive sampling places less
emphasis on generalizability, but rather reflects a deliberate choice due to the qualities the
participants possess (Etikan et al., 2016; Miles et al., 2014). In this case, participants were
selected based on their ability and willingness to articulate their experience of developing
belonging and the institutional environmental factors contributing to its development.
Horizontal, purposive sampling allowed me to reach first-year students utilizing a
network of four colleagues at the institution who instructed first-year seminar courses. This preestablished network connected me to multiple points of entry where participants could be found
in the sample population (Geddes et al., 2018). First-year seminar instructors were well-suited
to make these recommendations because they had interacted with students across their first
semester discussing their transition to college, navigating a new environment, as well as
connecting them with resources to assist their transition.
Selected first-year seminar instructors, specifically four colleagues within my
professional network, were asked to recommend students who completed their first-year
seminar course during the previous fall semester for this study. First-year seminar instructors
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were asked to identify any student in their seminar who they believed could reasonably
articulate their personal story of developing belonging to the university community. I gathered
these recommendations and then selected a subset of potential participants of interest to the
institution and relevant to this study because they were predicted as less likely to retain into
their second year by the institutional predictive analytics model.
Eligible participants were considered first-time in college students (FTIC) for
institutional reporting purposes. By cross-referencing the instructor recommendations with the
predictive analytics database, students within the moderate risk group for lower probability of
retention in their second year were identified and invited to participate in the study. The
predictive model uses institutional student records to predict the likelihood that any chosen
student will persist to the next fall semester. Examples of predictors include credits attempted,
SAT/ACT math score percentile, high school GPA, high school size, and international and
veteran student indicators. Entering the institution, participants fell within the statistical band
determined by the institution that contains the moderate risk population for all variables. This
range may vary but is typically set between the 5th- 30th percentiles of the identified predictors
indicating a lower probability of retention into their second year. This moderate risk group of
participants also has the best possibility for responding to additional engagement interventions
and was therefore of significant interest to the institution.
Participants were recruited by email invitations to their university email account (see
Appendix G) and told that they have been recommended for the study by their first-year
seminar instructor, who indicated they would be well-suited to share their story of developing
belonging to the new university community. To avoid overcollection of data (Koro-Ljungberg,
2015), 10 individual interviews were conducted. Quite often qualitative research has fewer than
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10 participants (Lichtman, 2013). Invitations were sent to each eligible participant until the
sampling size reached the limit indicated. Participants received no more than two email
invitations, the second of which was a brief reminder with an embedded calendar link to
schedule an interview. A total of 21 invitations were sent to eligible participants, and the
response rate was 48%. Since I had more eligible participants than needed, I selected for certain
demographic factors, specifically gender, race, and ethnicity, to diversify the sample when
extending invitations to participants. I sent no more than five invitations to potential participants
at one time. Although their ages varied slightly, participants were traditionally aged college
students, ages 18-19. All participants received a $10 gift card to a coffee shop located on
campus as compensation after completing the individual interview.
Prior to volunteering for the study, participants were informed of the purpose of the
study as well as provided a detailed explanation of confidentiality to obtain informed and
voluntary consent (see Appendix B). Inclusion in the moderate risk group as a condition of
eligibility for the study was not communicated to invited participants or first-year seminar
instructors because it may have been harmful to the participant and/or it could have altered
recommendations or perceptions of the participants. I gathered self-disclosed demographic
information, including age, gender, race, ethnicity, current residential status (residential or
commuter) and contact information from the institutional cloud-based software, which serves as
the institutional repository for demographic information. To ensure confidentiality of
participants, they were given the opportunity to select pseudonyms to identify themselves in
data collection and analysis, specifically in interview recordings and transcriptions. If they did
not choose a pseudonym, I assigned one for them. Additionally, personally identifiable
information was removed from transcriptions. This methodological design was consistent with
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the purpose of this study by selecting participants with the ability to communicate experiences
and interpretations about belonging to the institution, while also addressing a sample population
of institutional interest for retention-related outcomes.
Institutional Review Board and Site Permissions
Prior to recruiting participants, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for
social/behavioral research was requested and received at the institution under study (see
Appendix C). The IRB application for the institution under study was submitted after a
successful proposal defense (see Appendix A), and there were no changes suggested or
incorporated as a result of the review. I had also completed the required certification for
social/behavioral researchers through the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI).
In contrast, the institution in which I am enrolled for doctoral study did not require IRB
application or approval when conducting a program evaluation. Accordingly, when presenting
or publishing the results of this study, the terms ‘program evaluation’ or ‘quality improvement’
will be utilized. Finally, permission to access the predictive analytics software (see Appendix
D) and institutional repository for student demographic information (see Appendix E) for the
purposes of this study was requested and received in writing by the institution under study after
a successful proposal defense.
Data Collection
To account for the uncertainty of the current health pandemic, which may have resulted
in online instruction at any point during the academic year, I had a flexible timeline and two
interview formats as options for data collection. Data collection began early in the second
semester of the participants’ first year of college (February 2021) and continued for
approximately two weeks. After scheduling an interview time from a list of available day/time
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options via calendar scheduling software, each participant received a reminder email confirming
the logistical details of the interview to their university email account.
I conducted semi-structured individual interviews with 10 participants. Interviews took
place in one of two formats depending on participant preference and institutional instructional
delivery. At the time of data collection, courses were being offered on campus in a hybrid
format with an institutional priority of every student having some in-person academic
experience. None of the participants were granted a fully remote accommodation. Participants
were given the option of virtual or in-person interviews. Nine of 10 participants selected a
virtual interview on the institution’s platform for hybrid course delivery, specifically Zoom
videoconferencing software. One in-person interview was held in a comfortable location on the
university’s campus with attention given to the privacy of the participant, limiting interruptions,
and wearing masks as personal protective equipment due to the pandemic. Interviews (virtual or
in-person) lasted between 25-45 minutes. The timeline remained flexible to be sensitive to the
participant’s pace aligned with a constructivist paradigm. For the benefit of the participant,
interviews were scheduled for 60-minute time blocks to ensure ample time was provided (Opsal
et al., 2016).
Written and verbal informed and voluntary consent (see Appendix B) was received prior
to starting the recording of each interview. Any participant uncomfortable with completing the
informed consent waiver or recording the interview would have been provided the opportunity
to withdraw from the study. However, all participants returned the informed consent forms prior
to the interview, and they did not have any questions about the study or informed consent when
prompted. All participants provided both written and verbal consent to be recorded. Informed
consent documents were electronically stored separately from the data. The in-person and
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virtual interviews were captured with the recording feature of Zoom videoconferencing. Zoom
videoconferencing files were hosted in the password protected cloud service provided by the
site institution. Downloaded audio files from the recording and subsequent transcriptions of
these files were stored on my password protected computer in NVIVO, a Computer-Assisted
Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS) software with search capabilities. Upon completing the
transcription and analysis process, all audio and video files were deleted from their hosting
application. Transcriptions will be deleted from NVIVO no later than five years after data
collection.
Data Analysis
Raw data, in this study audio files and rough transcripts, were processed and cleaned by
the evaluator prior to analysis. I reviewed all transcripts while listening to the audio files to
correct and redact them as well as familiarize myself with the data before analysis. Then, the
coding process began to retrieve and represent the most meaningful material utilizing NVIVO, a
Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS) software. Audio files and transcripts
were stored within NVIVO on my password protected computer. It’s important to note that
CAQDAS software does not perform data analysis. The function of NVIVO was to organize my
analysis by managing data and recording my analytical thought in an organized and systematic
way to facilitate theme development. NVIVO maintained my code list and functioned as an
excellent tool for retrieval of similarly coded material, memo writing, text searching, and visual
display. Gibbs (2014) encouraged the use of CAQDAS as a tool to fit the researcher’s needs.
Qualitative data analysis software kept me organized by securely holding all of my raw data
from qualitative interviews, supporting coding and annotation, and building visual
representations of my analysis through word clouds and frequency tables.
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My process for coding followed the guidance of Miles et al. (2014) described as
heuristic or a method of discovery and becoming familiar with my data to draw conclusions.
Since transcripts were available prior to the completion of interviews, I began data analysis
concurrently with data collection, which "makes analysis an ongoing, lively enterprise that
contributes to the energizing process of fieldwork" (Miles et al., 2014, p. 70). I viewed coding
as a deeply reflective analysis of the data requiring me to interpret meaning. It aligned with my
constructivist paradigm because, guided by my evaluation questions, I became part of
selectively making meaning of the participant’s experience through this type of analysis.
I conducted two cycles of coding: (a) first cycle coding to detect reoccurring patterns,
and (b) second cycle coding to cluster similar first-cycle codes together to create fewer
categories (Miles et al., 2014). My first cycle of coding, conducted concurrently with data
collection, was an elemental method of coding, specifically descriptive deductive coding. I
created a deductive codebook (see Appendix I) by determining codes and definitions in advance
from the conceptual framework, literature review, and key themes noted as I conducted the
interviews. Data were coded in this deductive manner using predetermined descriptive codes.
However, these codes and their definitions were revised and honed as coding progressed as
"incrementally adding, removing, or reconfiguring codes is certainly permissible, so long as
some sense of 'belonging' is maintained" (Miles et al., 2014, p. 82).
A second round of inductive first cycle coding for descriptive and emotion codes
followed once all data collection and deductive coding had been completed, which allowed me
to remain open and curious about individual participant’s experiences. Many additional
descriptive codes and several emotion codes emerged in the second round of inductive first
cycle coding (see Appendix J). Labeling emotions recalled and/or experienced by participants is
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appropriate for "studies that explore intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and
actions...provid[ing] insight into the participants' perspectives, worldviews, and life conditions"
(Miles et al., 2014, p. 75).
Next, I utilized second cycle coding to group first cycle descriptive and emotion codes
together into smaller categories. This clustering of related codes, also called pattern codes, may
be accomplished by grouping them into categories, themes, causes, relationships or constructs
(Miles et al., 2014). These pattern codes, which may hold a few or many first-cycle codes,
became an emerging map of my data that allowed me to communicate and display it
appropriately using narrative and visual representation. Since coding can be a tiring process, I
interspersed jottings and analytic memos. Jottings consisted of my short comments that held
"fleeting and emergent reflections and commentary on issues that emerge during field work and
especially data analysis" (Miles et al., 2014, p. 94). More extensive analytic memoing was
regularly recorded in my journal throughout data collection, condensation, analysis, and display
processes to capture my personal reactions, analysis decisions, doubts, insights, and
interpretations.
Finally, I invited participants to review my preliminary data analysis to clarify content
and ensure that I was accurately representing their experiences through member checks
(Janesick, 2016). At the conclusion of the individual interviews, I notified participants that they
would be invited provide feedback through an optional member check later in the spring
semester. Member checks were important at this stage because they opened the channel of
communication with participants after initial data collection and analysis were completed
(Janesick, 2016; Tracey, 2010). Participants were encouraged to ask questions, provide
feedback, and collaborate on the meaning I derived from our dialogue (see Appendix K). One
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participant responded and affirmed findings from the preliminary data analysis. The results of
my data analysis are discussed and displayed in chapter four and conclusions and
recommendations drawn in chapter five.
Reflexivity Statement
The importance of reflexivity stems from the subjective orientation of qualitative
research. For many qualitative researchers, the goal is not to capture objective reality, partly due
to the belief that there exists not one, but many multifaceted realities for a researcher to observe
and analyze. Additionally, many qualitative researchers will contend that human participant
research is subjective as it captures beliefs and assumptions from both the researcher and the
participants simultaneously (Pelias, 2018). Therefore, it is the responsibility of the researcher to
situate themselves within the study by disclosing their personal, subjective stance. This
intentional naming is integral to the research process since the researcher is the imperfect
instrument through which research is conducted (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013).
As both the evaluator and employee at the institutional setting for this study, I believe
subjectivity to have been an unavoidable aspect of the evaluation process. Consequently, my
study was impacted by my perspectives, values, interests, and life experiences. The practice of
reflexivity is an ethical obligation required for honest and transparent evaluation because it
makes visible the invisible biases that will shape the paradigm, questions, analysis, and results
from which I examine the phenomenon of students’ perceived sense of belonging (Peshkin,
1988; Pelias, 2018).
It would be remiss not to acknowledge that my interests and approach to making
meaning in life greatly impacted my approach to this dissertation, including the questions I
formulated and my choice of evaluative methodology and design. As someone with psychology,
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counseling, and spiritual formation training, I was interested in the ‘why, how, and who’
questions often veiled behind numerical data. Although I found much value in the quantitative
research on sense of belonging, the majority of existing literature on my dissertation topic was
already grounded in quantitative methodology. I remained curious about how students
themselves would discuss this topic and how this relates to the institutional environment and
desire to create an inclusive campus. Therefore, this study fit my personal disposition, provided
an opportunity to add a different perspective to the literature, and addressed a need at my
institution to inquire into how students developed belonging to their new university to shape
institutional retention efforts.
I approached this study as an individual with multiple, intersecting identities that inform
my perspective and have shaped my experiences. As a cisgender, White, heterosexual, female
higher education administrator, who has worked in the field for almost 20 years, I have had time
and many experiences to reflect upon my own privilege, power, and marginalization. I have
found my social identity awareness and development to be an iterative and evolving process. I
interviewed and analyzed data from students who embodied different intersecting social
identities. I brought to this evaluation context a belief that entrenched systems of power and
privilege are active and deeply impactful, but my participants may or may not have shared this
view. Therefore, I listened closely to each participant’s experience and provided as much space
as needed for them to construct their own stories of belonging. My own experience with social
identity understanding and development has been different, and the extent to which participants
spoke directly and openly about how their social identities impacted their sense of belonging
varied. I relied on member checks to ensure that I accurately captured participants descriptions
of their experiences as well as any impact on belonging they attributed to their social identities.
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I also considered the impact of my perceived position of power at the institution and as
the evaluator conducting interviews in terms of how this may have effected students discussing
the experiences, activities, people, and other conditions that have fostered belonging to the
institution. I acknowledged that a power imbalance existed due my position and perhaps my age
and other social identities. Although I was not able to fully close this gap, I attempted to share
power with participants by: (a) emphasizing confidentiality, (b) providing them the opportunity
to select pseudonyms, (c) inviting them to provide member checks, (d) informing them about
the possible benefits of their collaborative participation, and (e) emphasizing the institutional
interest in learning from their valuable perspectives.
Furthermore, as a traditionally aged college student, I transferred twice during my first
year of college before finding a place to call home for my undergraduate studies. I experienced
firsthand what does not work in terms of creating attachment and belonging, and therefore
believe there are multiple paths available to students in pursuit of their education. Before
conducting interviews, I wrote my own story of belonging, as I could recall it, from my time as
a first-year student and transfer student. In my self-reflective journal, I wrote:
Belonging seemed an afterthought- not something I knew about or understood as an 18year-old student. If I had known this was such an important element of human
functioning, perhaps I would have placed more emphasis on developing relationships
and less on academic achievement. I did not know that I needed to feel a strong sense of
belonging or that it was primarily developed through relationships. I did not know it
could be the foundation to hold all things together in a new and challenging
environment. Now that I see it was missing, it makes sense.... May I never forget the
power and impact of experiencing belonging. May I know it for what it is: vital,
transformational, and in my case life-affirming. (J. Scaia, personal communication,
January 16, 2021)
Given my experience as a transfer student who did not feel she belonged in new
institutional environments, I have always been less invested in a student’s decision to stay at a
specific institution than I was in their ability and agency to determine the best fit for them. Also
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having read a wide swath of higher education literature on student belonging, most has been
focused on students who did not feel belonging. However, the students with whom I spoke had
all successfully navigated the context of a new institution and to some extent established
belonging. I acknowledge these two factors, my personal experience and the literature I have
read, created a deficit perspective that I brought to this study. To reduce this bias, the evaluation
questions and interview questions were framed from an appreciative inquiry approach. I asked
students to tell me what worked for them to amplify successful strategies.
Through this study of students’ perceived sense of belonging as it relates to retention, I
endeavored to responsibly share student stories and the meaning gleaned from them that may
inform institutional practices and perspective. As a constructivist, I viewed my role of evaluator
as both a teacher and learner about the process of study design and the subject of belonging
(Lincoln et al., 2018). I allowed space for my own questions and personal reactions to arise.
Qualitative research is not a clean, linear process. Therefore, I practiced reflexivity throughout
the inquiry process. Self-reflective journals are a well-known strategy for facilitating reflexivity
(Janesick, 2016; Peshkin, 1988). Keeping and using the information recorded in a journal
detailing the messy process can make the indirect path visible to both the researcher and the
reader to avoid “producing, reproducing, and circulating the discourse of research as a neat and
linear process" (Ortlipp, 2008, p. 704). I kept a self-reflective journal to capture my thoughts,
feelings, decision-making processes, and assumptions throughout the evaluation process to
make accessible the ways in which my perspectives may have impacted the conclusions.
Trustworthiness and Authenticity
Turning to the question of validity, qualitative researchers ask questions such as: Are
these findings sufficiently authentic? May I trust myself in acting on their implications? While it
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can be argued that all data are valid because each person is the foundation of their own truth and
representative of their reality (Lincoln et al., 2018), specific measures were undertaken to
ensure trustworthiness and authenticity within this study. Rigor in qualitative research has been
the topic of much debate, and there are multiple sources that distinguish criteria for the
significance and usefulness of qualitative research. Guba (1981) discussed truth value,
applicability, consistency, and neutrality. Krefting (1991) translated these four aspects of
trustworthiness respectively into credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
For my qualitative data criteria, I turned to Tracy’s (2010) eight markers of quality in qualitative
research.
1. Worthy Topic: The study is relevant, timely, significant, and interesting. This
study addressed retention through the lens of belonging. College retention and
persistence rates remain very relevant on the national landscape. Perceived
belonging remains highly significant and frequently published as a critical factor
impacting student success.
2. Rich Rigor: The study is appropriately complex, flexible, and multifaceted. This
study provided richness in examination of the current landscape of research, the
most relevant theoretical base, and in-depth data collection and analysis
processes.
3. Sincerity: The study is characterized by self-reflexivity and transparency. Since
objectivity is impossible, I maintained a self-reflective journal to practice
reflexivity during data collection and data analysis to shed light on my data
collection, organization, and interpretation processes.
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4. Credibility: The study includes thick description and multivocality. I employed
thick description in data analysis using participants own words. From a
constructivist paradigm, I aimed to represent the complexity of the data,
including contradictions and multivocality. Member checks were conducted to
invite questions, critique, feedback, and affirmation of data analysis.
5. Resonance: The study influences or affects readers. I employed detailed
representation of participant experiences to allow the reader to determine to what
extent findings could be transferred into their setting.
6. Significant Contributions: The study contributes practically, methodologically,
and/or theoretically. This study embraced methodological congruence
throughout, and it was unique in that it evoked the student voice and made
recommendations to an institution based upon students’ personal experiences.
7. Ethical: The study considers procedural and cultural ethics. I applied for IRB
approval for research conducted with human subjects at the site institution,
although evaluative studies are not submitted for IRB approval at the institution
of doctoral study. Even so, I shared power with participants. I regarded each
participant as highly valued and courageous for sharing their story. The
institutional cultural context was also considered in making recommendations for
application to support the people and processes involved in shaping student
belonging in this particular setting.
8. Meaningful Coherence: The study’s purpose, methodology, findings, and
interpretations meaningfully interconnect with one another. This dissertation in
practice connected an institutional need with empirical importance, and I
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selected appropriate methodology to explore and report on the evaluation
questions.
Finally, the benefits of qualitative research, particularly qualitative interviews for
participants, are important to note. While ensuring participant confidentiality and correct
representation of their voices, participants may enhance their self-understanding and selfexpression (Opsal et al., 2016). Given the topic of my study, participants may have found relief
in an opportunity to speak in depth about their transition to college. Further, their isolation may
have been reduced in naming their experiences as important and valued even though the
transition and creation of new connections in a new environment can be challenging. Lastly,
within a constructivist paradigm, participants were encouraged to take an active role to make
meaning of their experiences with me with the overarching goal of generating findings to assist
moving the community into action (Lincoln et al., 2018). Participants may have benefited from
a sense of assisting others in their community (Opsal et al., 2016). In this study, participants
contributed to their institutions’ understanding of belonging by sharing their unique journey,
which resulted in recommendations to foster student belonging to the institution and ease
transitional hurdles in the future.
Limitations
There were three important limitations to this study. First, this study included a small,
purposeful sample of participants as a subgroup of a larger population who had met specific
criteria for inclusion in the study. Although aligned with the methodology and constructivist
paradigm, a small sample size limited generalizability to other institutional contexts. While
generalizability is not the aim of qualitative research; it should be noted that there are limits in
generalizing participant experiences and findings to the larger population of first-year students

74

and also to the broader undergraduate student population. Second, this study was evaluative in
nature and collected data from participants through semi-structured interviews. Quantitative
data and other variables that might explain differences between participants were not a part of
this study. Third, as the evaluator, I serve as an administrator and educator within the
institutional setting under study. I also have had personal experiences of transferring
educational settings due to a lack of connection at those institutions. I was aware of potential
bias in interpretation of findings, and I took precautions to reduce evaluator bias and enhance
the trustworthiness and authenticity of the findings. I acknowledged that a power imbalance
existed due my position and perhaps my age and other identities. Although I may not have been
able to fully close this gap, I attempted to share power with participants, which was more
thoroughly addressed in my reflexivity statement.
Chapter Three Summary
In this chapter, the methodology of the evaluation study was described in detail. My
evaluator paradigm and reflexivity statement positioned my approach to this study.
Fundamental elements of this study, including the design, site selection, participants, data
collection, and analysis were fully outlined. Finally, efforts to establish trustworthiness and
authenticity were discussed as well as the limitations of this study. The following chapter will
present the results of data collection and analysis.
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Chapter Four: Findings
Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of this evaluation study on student perceptions of
belonging to a new university environment. The purpose of this study was to evaluate how
undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second year, described their
development of a perceived sense of belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized
university in the Southeastern United States. After a successful proposal defense, IRB review by
the site institution resulted in no modifications to the study and approval to proceed was
granted. This chapter contains a brief review of the evaluation questions and participant
demographic information. Then, overall findings are summarized followed by a detailed
analysis per evaluation question. Finally, five themes are articulated in a narrative, collective
voice and woven together in my interpretation of their relationship with one another.
Evaluation Questions
This study answered the following key evaluation question by addressing a subset of four
related questions:
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern
university?
1. What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first
year of college?
2. How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout
their first year of college?
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3. How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of belonging?
4. How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential
environment, feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging?
Participants
Recruitment and Selection
Horizontal, purposive network sampling (Etikan et al., 2016; Geddes et al., 2018)
generated 21 eligible participants nominated by four first-year seminar faculty members. The
two inclusion criteria for this study were: (1) participants must have been nominated by their
first-year seminar faculty member because they could reasonably articulate their personal story
of developing belonging to the university community; and (2) participants were first-time in
college (FTIC) students predicted as less likely to retain into their second year by the
institutional predictive analytics model. By cross-referencing the recommendations with the
predictive analytics database, 21 students predicted as less likely to retain into their second year
were identified and invited to participate in the study.
Since I had more eligible participants than needed, I selected from certain demographic
factors, specifically gender, race, and ethnicity, to diversity the sample when extending
invitations to participants. I sent no more than five invitations to potential participants at one
time. Participants were traditionally aged college students, ages 18-19. A total of 10 students
participated in the study. Email invitations were sent to each eligible participant until the
sampling size reached the limit indicated. Participants received no more than 2 email
invitations, the second of which was a brief reminder with an embedded calendar link to
schedule an interview. The response rate was 48%. Interviews were conducted over a two-week
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period early in the second semester of the participants’ first year of college (February 2021).
After preliminary data analysis, I invited participants to member check a draft of the findings
(see Appendix K). One participant responded and affirmed the accuracy of the findings.
Demographic Data
Participants were invited to select their own pseudonyms prior to the start of the
individual interview. I assigned a pseudonym to any participant who did not choose their own.
Demographic data for the 10 participants are presented (see Table 2). As noted, I diversified the
sample by selecting for gender, ethnicity, and race prior to sending invitations to participants.
Table 2
Participant Demographic Information
Participant
Pseudonym

Age

Gender

Brandon*

18

Male

Danielle

18

Female

Jillian*

19

Female

Keishla

18

Female

Michelle

18

Female

Molly*

18

Female

Peter

19

Male

Rico

19

Male

Spartan

18

Male

Okin

19

Male

Ethnicity

Hispanic or
Latino
Hispanic or
Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Hispanic or
Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
Not Hispanic
or Latino
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Race

Residential
Status

White

Residential

White

Residential

White

Residential

Black or African
American
White

Commuter

White

Residential

White

Residential

White

Residential

Black or African
American
Black or African
American

Residential

Residential

Commuter

Note. This table presents demographic information for each participant in the study. An asterisk
(*) next to the pseudonym indicates it was assigned by the evaluator. Otherwise, the participant
self-selected their pseudonym. Demographic data were self-disclosed by participants and
retrieved from the institutional cloud-based institutional repository. The institution utilizes the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS) to categorize gender as well as categorize and define race and ethnicity.
Findings
Summary of Findings
Themes from the four evaluation questions are detailed below along with the top ten
most common codes for each evaluation question. Additional findings are also presented from
questions that fell outside the evaluation questions (see Table 1). Finally, pattern coding
revealed five themes across all data.
Following the process of first cycle, second cycle, and pattern coding (Miles et al.,
2014), deductive and inductive codes were generated. I found both significant overlap in codes
across evaluation questions as well as distinct themes that emerged from each question.
Deductive codes, descriptions, and examples were summarized (see Appendix I). Inductive
codes, descriptions, and examples were also summarized (see Appendix J). A total of 35 codes
were generated by three reviews of each interview. I reviewed the data multiple times to ensure
consistency of coding within and across interviews. Sensitive to being the sole evaluator coding
the data, I cross-referenced codes across interviews. Where I found inconsistencies, I recoded
sections of the data. I further spot-checked sections of the data to ensure consistent coding until
no further recoding or modifications were necessary.
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After the completion of first and second cycle coding, I conducted pattern coding to find
emergent themes across all 10 interviews. I grouped the codes in similar categories and then
asked myself the question: What do these codes have in common? (Miles et al., 2014). Five
overall themes were generated and will be discussed after a review of the findings per
evaluation question. During my pattern coding process, I asked another doctoral student to
review and provide feedback on the five themes including my rationale for grouping codes into
themes and discussing the relationships between themes. Prior to analyzing each evaluation
question, the graphics below (see Figure 2 and Figure 3) display a snapshot of the data across all
interviews.
Figure 2
Hierarchy Map of Code Frequencies from all Participant Interviews

Note. Generated by NVIVO, this figure presents a visual representation of the most commonly
occurring codes across all 10 interviews to describe participants’ development of a sense of
belonging to the institution. The size of the area represents the number of references per code.
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Figure 3
Word Cloud of Code Frequencies from all Participant Interviews

Note. Generated by NVIVO, this figure presents a visual representation of the most frequently
used words across all 10 participant interviews when describing their development of a sense of
belonging to the institution. Filler words have been removed.
Evaluation Question 1
What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first year of
college? (see Table 3)
Peer Connections and Co-Curricular Experiences. Participants were asked to
describe co-curricular experiences that made them feel accepted by or connected to the
institution. They spoke fondly of their co-curricular experiences and in many cases how they
helped foster peer connections. These two topics were interwoven in many of their experiences
as their most notable experiences of developing belonging. Specifically, Jillian appreciated her
first-year seminar instructor for incentivizing her to get involved in activities on campus
because “she’s encouraging us to go out and do stuff which is good for us.” Both Keishla and
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Okin discussed an academic support program for first-generation students. Keishla valued the
events offered like speed friending, games or movies, but also the individual support provided
by one of the staff members. In Keishla’s words, “She checks up on me, and she asks me how
I’m doing with school. She’s constantly letting me know if I need assistance to let her know.”
Okin appreciated the technological resources provided by the academic support program, but
also the peer mentorship. Okin describes his peer mentor as “welcoming” and “funny.” His peer
mentor told him, “You can talk to me as a friend, because I’m always going to be here to help
you” so he felt encouraged to text or email whenever he had a question.
Some students actively sought organized clubs and sports to create a sense of belonging
at the institution. Rico became the manager of the baseball team. He described the importance
of baseball, “Baseball's been my life, so I love going to it. It clears my head.” Peter visited
involvement fairs and joined the club swim team since he was an active swimmer in high
school. He joined a political organization on campus before a critical election cycle. Both
involvements “definitely helped [him] belong even more so. [He’s] able to relate to other
swimmers and other [political affiliations].” Danielle’s experience of belonging with club
lacrosse was powerful:
I already feel connected to these girls. I already feel every girl just really wants to be
here to play lacrosse. Back home there were girls that just played to play. I feel like here,
everyone truly wants to be here and wants to play and wants to get to know all the
teammates and work as a team. It's really helping me this semester for sure.
In contrast, several participants cited informal, less organized co-curricular experiences
that helped them feel belonging, or they indicated they would like to become involved in formal
organizations in the future but had yet to do so. For example, Spartan played soccer his entire
life. When he arrived on campus, his first destination was the soccer field to start an impromptu
game of spikeball. He said, “We play spikeball and that's how you make friends by getting
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together with people to play sports. It’s a good time.” Rico spoke of going to the fitness center
when he wanted to connect with others without judgement because “we all have a goal, and no
one judges at the gym.” Rico continued, “Everyone respects what you're trying to do. Everyone
has different body styles or shapes or metabolisms. It’s a respect thing.” Peter described the
spontaneous connections through friends that led to new peer relationships.
A couple friends are part of scuba diving or volleyball and then somehow, we all
intermingle. I’m not actually, officially a part of those organizations, but I end up
playing beach volleyball at like 10 p.m. with like six other people or something. It's
pretty funny.
Finally, Brandon and Jillian shared that simply exploring the surrounding city with trips off
campus or walks by the nearby river added to their sense of belonging to the institution.
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) Challenges. Every participant referenced
ways in which the global pandemic, COVID-19, impacted their ability to develop a sense of
belonging to the institution. This theme was particularly relevant when discussing their most
notable experiences of belonging. For context, participants began their first year of college
under a vetted and robust health and safety plan constructed over the summer months by a
university task force. The institutional setting remained primarily in-person with hybrid course
delivery. On days when students attended class in-person, other students in the same class
participated remotely over Zoom videoconferencing. In classrooms, students were physically
distanced and wore personally protective equipment such as masks. Students attended class
remotely on Zoom from their residence hall rooms, off-campus apartments, or from home if
granted a remote learning accommodation. Although two participants commuted to campus for
their academic courses, the main campus remained an active hub with over 80% occupancy in
residence halls. Additional measures such as a residential visitation moratorium was
implemented during the fall semester to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. Throughout
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participants’ first semester, many academic and co-curricular activities were offered on Zoom
rather than in-person. Additionally, some courses were delivered remotely rather than in a
hybrid-format. Clearly, COVID-19 dramatically impacted participants’ educational experience
compared to previous cohorts of college students.
Participants spoke most directly about the impact of COVID-19 on their academic
studies and classroom participation. Their examples were sometimes neutral, such as Michelle’s
comment that she did not have significant group projects due to COVID-19. Most often,
participants’ academic experiences were greatly challenged by the safety measures implemented
in response to the pandemic. Molly said, “We don’t really talk in any of the classes that I’ve had
so far except for like probably the [first-year seminar].” She continued,
You sit there and watch Zoom. It's like we're little learning robots [who] agree to just to
sit there and the professor talks. We'll just look at them, and we're like okay guess we
got to go do our homework tonight.
Brandon also indicated difficulty staying present while taking classes in a hybrid format:
I have a hard time focusing when I’m on Zoom because there's so much around in my
room. There's so much other stuff I feel like I could be doing, and I just kind of lose
focus, because no one's really monitoring if I’m paying attention. Although my camera
is on and I’m looking at the screen, other thoughts may be going through my head.
Peter echoed Molly and Brandon’s concerns with the use of technology. In Peter’s case, he
experienced difficulty shifting to new online platforms without much in-person support.
Working from his residence hall room, he shared his feelings of separation from others. “You
know I’m by myself in that room and then it kind of felt like that academically as well. There
was no one else to share those experiences.”
However, participants also expressed compassion for themselves as they navigated a
global pandemic and understanding for faculty and staff who were also taking unprecedented
measures to keep COVID-19 cases low enough that the academic experience could remain
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predominantly face-to-face. After a conversation with his mom, Peter rationalized, “I’m going
to college and trying to get my degree in the middle of a global pandemic. There are bound to
be some troubles and difficulties.” Spartan shared a story about a faculty member who
successfully engaged students on Zoom:
[Faculty member] makes sure that a lot of kids on Zoom are participating, not only the
kids in-person. So, he hears a voice from everyone, not just people in-person, because
usually kids love to turn their cameras off and not talk while they're on Zoom. He makes
sure that everyone is getting called on [and] that everybody’s participating during the
class. Because it's very hard to participate while you're on Zoom…yet when you know
that there might be a chance you're going to get called on, you need to be active and
ready to answer that question. It makes you feel like you're there in person, that you're
there and actively participating.
There was an underlying sense of understanding coupled with gratitude for participants
to have an in-person university experience during the COVID-19 pandemic. Rico was
disappointed but understood that baseball tryouts could not occur due to COVID-19 because he
was “still able to be the manager of the team and hopes to try out again and make the team next
year.” Michelle expressed a similar sentiment with her sorority as they “do things together, but
obviously in small groups and with masks on” because she understood “right now, we’re gonna
just do what we gotta do.” Giggling as she spoke, Molly told a story of a sorority acquaintance
becoming her “best friend” because she had taken her off-campus to get a COVID-19 test.
Molly called it a “bonding experience” as her new friend “watched [her] stick this Q-tip up [her]
nose.” Overall, participants agreed that their first-year college experience was less-than-ideal,
but they also understood the state of the world, including that the pandemic was beyond the
university’s control. Participants extended some grace and recognition that we were all in this
together. To summarize using Spartan’s words, he appreciated that given the constraints of the
pandemic, “They're trying to make sure we're still receiving the same type of education.”
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Academic Experiences and Shared Purpose. When asked to describe how their
classes and academic involvements impacted their sense of belonging to the institution,
participants’ stories often involved group work assigned by professors. These assignments
connected them with other students who became friends and resources for academic and
personal support. Jillian shared,
I’m in another education class this semester and she's having us do this huge partner
project and we are still like the beginning steps of it… she picked our partners too
because it was the first weeks and like no one really knew anyone. So, it was nice. I got
paired with someone. So, now, I have a friend.
Michelle described a small group project in which she was coincidentally paired with another
student who dated her cousin. Because of the opportunity to interact for the group project, they
discovered that they had an immediate connection. Rico recalled that when his first-year
seminar instructor placed them in groups by major, “It’s easier to connect and ask questions
with my group because they’re all science majors…[they] all relate to the struggles.”
Other participants noted specific academic assignments which helped them to develop
belonging. Danielle explained a four-year plan she was asked to construct as part of her firstyear seminar course. Creating this plan encouraged her to think of her “interests” and “plan with
friends to take some classes together.” Finally, some participants shared how academic
coursework more generally contributed to their feeling of belonging. Molly connected with her
classmates by “working on homework with groups of three people from classes” because “it’s
obviously not always about homework…it gives you friends.”
Participants expressed excitement and enthusiasm for the university experience as they
articulated a sense of shared purpose between them, their peers, and the larger university
community. Danielle discussed a shared academic purpose. Seeing other students studying, she
felt “connected” and “not the only one who really cares about [her] academics.” She did not feel
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like an “oddball” but instead it made her “want to work hard to continue to be here.” Molly also
talked about college as a learning experience that creates connection because everyone has the
same “desire to be here, the desire to learn, [and] the desire to grow as a person.” Other
participants defined shared experiences as larger than purely academic. Okin felt connected to
the entire community by a shared desire to learn:
It's not about what category a person’s in. It's not about what race a person comes from
or what gender. It's not about what ethnicity they come from. Anybody that has the mind
to learn; anybody that has the wish to succeed…anybody could feel free to come in [to
the university]. Everybody is born in unity; everybody succeeds in unity.
Other participants described a shared purpose that contributed to belonging more
broadly. Peter said, “We all may be experiencing different things, but we’re all still in it
together.” Brandon discussed a “sense of pride” he carried with him while on campus knowing
that others are “stuck online or stayed home.” Spartan felt “welcomed” by staff members,
professors, and people in general when he was “walking around campus.” Rico shared that he
was “happy with all [his] friends and, of course, with school.” Finally, Danielle’s excitement
was evident when she connected the academic environment to her educational aspirations:
When I walk around campus, I feel like this is like where I’m supposed to be. When I’m
in the classroom, I’m excited to learn and to be here. I think the environment just really
makes me want to learn, and I feel like I belong here because I love everything about
school.
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Table 3
Top Ten Codes Related to Evaluation Question 1
Code
Peer Connection
Co-Curricular
COVID-19 Challenges
Academic Experience
Shared Purpose
Academic Support
Excitement
On-Campus Spot
Spontaneous Connection
Additional Support

Total Number of References
19
15
15
14
14
11
7
7
7
6

Evaluation Question

What were participants’ most
notable experiences of
belonging during their first
year of college?

Note. This table lists the top ten codes generated by the first evaluation question regarding
participants’ most notable experiences of belonging.
Evaluation Question 2
How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout their first year
of college? (see Table 4)
Initial Experiences of Belonging. Participants expressed both nervousness and
excitement when describing their very first experiences of belonging when arriving on campus.
They referenced various contexts of peer connections, residence halls, classrooms, and cocurricular activities as places in which they initially felt belonging. As far as commonalities,
they described an overall feeling of being seen, cared for, and establishing connections with
university community members as contributing factors to their earliest impressions of
belonging.
Jillian shared a general feeling of welcome on move-in weekend. As she walked around
campus or visited the dining facilities, she noticed that “everyone would say hi” even if she had
not met them. It made her feel good and that she did not “need to be nervous [because] everyone
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else is new here.” Both Spartan and Michelle knew other students ahead of their arrival. Spartan
felt “comfortable” because he was not alone. He explored campus with these friends and
commented, “I had someone to talk to and somebody to do things with” that made everything
“much easier.” Michelle’s previous acquaintance introduced her to three more people when they
gathered for lunch. She explained, “It just felt really nice being like very new to this campus
and already meeting four people that I still talk to today.”
Other participants, who were residential students, detailed their first experiences of
belonging resulting from moving into the residence halls and meeting roommates and resident
assistants (RAs). Danielle shared about the week of welcome student leaders, resident
assistants, and meeting her floormates:
As soon as I walked into the back door of [residence hall], everyone that was there for
the welcoming crew really welcomed me…followed by the RAs on the seventh and
eighth floors. So, they all just kind of introduced themselves really quick. Then I really
felt connected and part of the [university] when I met like my friend group. They were
the first door I knocked on, and they're all like my best friends here.
For Rico, it was meaningful that the first day he arrived, his three roommates were waiting
outside for him. They immediately “helped [him] get set up and bring everything up to the
room.” Rico called this the “first step,” that is, “feeling like [he] had friends already.” Peter
agreed, as he also met his initial friends on the floor of his residence hall. In his words, “Within
that building, within my friend group, I found a good sense of belonging.” Finally, Brandon felt
“very included” when his RA knocked on his door and introduced himself. The RA told him
where his room was located and gave Brandon his phone number to use if he needed any help.
Brandon said this initial connection helped him “feel included” and like he had “someone for
support” if he needed to talk.
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Faculty played an important role in establishing belonging for Keishla and Michelle.
Keishla recalled her first-year seminar professor’s self-introduction as an underrepresented
community member as pivotal for her own sense of belonging as a minority student:
I was expecting myself to be one of the last minorities, just because it's kind of
prominent in universities. When I got in her class and I was sitting down, she was telling
us how she's Hispanic and she's Cuban. Oh, my goodness I’m Cuban too and I’m Puerto
Rican! We started talking, and it was a connection right away. Then there were some
other students that also related, and I was like okay, there are some other Hispanics…
okay, this teacher is inclusive…and that’s really the first time that I was okay.
Michelle shared about her writing professor being the “coolest teacher” she ever had. She
described how she felt valued because the professor “really guided” her through the class and
other students made it acceptable to ask for help when needed.
Finally, Molly expressed a shared experience of nervousness that was normalized by
being with a group of first-year students. During sorority rush held on Zoom because of
COVID-19, she said, “Everyone was nervous like you were. It was kind of belonging with a
sense of like oh they're just like me, they're really nervous too.” Okin also formed initial
connections to the university through a co-curricular experience of joining a student religious
organization. He described feeling accepted because he was surrounded by positive people.
Himself a “positive person,” it was important for Okin to have “great friends” that could trust
one another, and importantly, they could “pray together.”
Changes over Time. Throughout the interviews, participants struggled the most to
articulate how their sense of belonging had changed since they arrived on campus. Some
participants did not recognize a difference in their connection to the university from when they
arrived to the time of our conversation. Others agreed that they had a stronger connection at the
beginning of their second semester when compared to early in the fall semester, and this was
attributed to their own growth, learning, and development. One divergent perspective was
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expressed by Keishla, who “still felt lost” walking on campus. As a commuter, she had only
explored her classroom buildings and the library since these were the places her coursework
required her to visit during the first semester. Okin, another commuting student, agreed that he
still had “places to explore” as a new student.
Brandon, Jillian, Okin, and Michelle did not notice significant changes in their
development of belonging. Michelle said, “I’ve always felt like I belong here… I just feel like
I’m home here…everyone wants us to be successful.” Jillian agreed that her sense of belonging
“hasn’t really changed because it all feels the same.” Even though months have passed, she
found that “everyone’s still nice…the staff are still the same…the professors, they still care just
as much as they did the first semester.” While Okin noted his enthusiasm to attend “more inperson events” and “meet more people,” Brandon commented that second semester he “felt
more appreciative toward the staff.” All four participants summarized that overall not too much
had changed in their felt sense of belonging.
In their own unique ways, other participants shared their perceptions of their personal
development and the establishment of trustworthy relationships over the first year as
contributing factors to an increased sense of belonging. After initially having difficulty “laying
down roots,” Peter used a metaphor for his growth:
When I was here in the fall, I was like a sapling, almost, like a small tree. Now I’m like
the great oaks. The roots have been traveling through the ground, and I’m really feeling
a lot better for sure.
Spartan acknowledged his skills in engaging others by being “proactive” and “outgoing.” This
ability to “meet a lot of people and develop relationships” made him feel “more welcome.” His
initiative to “learn more about the surrounding area” and “get more involved at [the university]”
contributed to a feeling of belonging. Similarly, Danielle talked about coming out of her shell
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because at first, she was “really shy.” Now, she said, “I’ll talk to anyone. Go to my classes and
just ask them questions.” She was comforted by having a “set schedule and solidified group of
friends” with whom she eats a “family dinner” in the dining hall every night that “makes [her]
whole day.”
Danielle and Rico both expressed that establishing a solid friend group was a first
priority on par with their academic performance. In Danielle’s words, “I needed to feel like I
had a group and belonged in that group in order to like feel like I belonged in the whole
community. I needed like my own little community.” Rico echoed similar sentiments reflecting
on his first semester:
My first semester, I had my fun. I’m still having my fun now, but I don't need to go out
of my way to meet new people. I’m open to doing it, but it’s school and baseball first
right now. Meeting new people and getting everything under my belt was last semester,
but now I have like my friends…I’m not trying to prove myself that I want to be here
when I know I want to be here, and I already have all the things that show me: I want to
be here.
Molly agreed with the importance of establishing trustworthy relationships. She described her
first few weeks as “just very fake” because after meeting others on social media you learn more
about “what they were sugarcoating.” After a month or so, she considered her “real friends”
those who helped her when she had a difficulty. She felt it necessary to “become more
selective” and surround herself with people who were “going to help [her] thrive.”
Lastly, Keishla and Spartan discussed the increase in value they placed on their
education since the fall semester. Keishla described previously appreciating the opportunity “to
come to the school” versus her increased gratitude for the experiences she has as a current
student. Spartan recognized the stakes had increased. His education is “even more important”
because he’s at “a different level now:”
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I’m not in high school. I’m not in middle school anymore. I feel like it's more important
for me to do better in my education, because at any point if I start to fail, I might get
kicked off campus. All this money that my parents paying goes to waste. I wouldn't want
that to happen.
Does Belonging Matter? A matter of consensus among all participants was their
resounding affirmation that developing a sense of belonging is very important for all students.
Molly called a lack of connection to the institution “a top tier reason why people leave college
early or don’t come back for next semester.” Keishla reiterated this point. She said, “If I felt I
didn’t belong in a community...I’d be really uncomfortable. I wouldn’t want to go, or I’d avoid
going to that community.” Spartan echoed this sentiment of leaving the university if a student
does not feel belonging because “you wouldn’t want to be here.” Peter described belonging as
“crucial to not only your academic life but socially” as he found a balance between his
academic and social worlds. Brandon and Danielle thought belonging was critical because of
the difficulty in making a transition to a new place where you will spend the next few years.
Brandon said, “If I didn't feel like I belong here, I feel like there would be a sense of missing
home, feeling homesick, and not wanting to be here anymore.” Danielle made a similar point,
“My home is over 1000 miles away...if I don't feel like I belong here, then I’m going home
where I’m going to be just miserable sitting in my room.”
Finally, Michelle, Rico, and Okin shared inspiring words of resiliency. Michelle called
belonging “very important” and encouraged students to “get out of [their] shell” as much as
possible and “don’t give up if it does not happen right away.” Rico called belonging “big”
because “having that little sense of belonging, will help you go out of your comfort zone to
meet new people and try new things.” Similarly, Okin commented, “Belonging to [the
university] is very important because you can see for yourself that it'll turn out better than the
way you think it’s going to be.”
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Table 4
Top Ten Codes Related to Evaluation Question 2
Code
Peer Connection
Additional Support
Agency
Excitement
Nervous
Academic Experience
Co-Curricular
Shared Purpose
Care
Resiliency

Total Number of References
27
15
14
11
11
10
10
10
9
9

Evaluation Question

How did participants’
perceived sense of belonging
change over time throughout
their first year of college?

Note. This table lists the top ten codes generated by the second evaluation question regarding
how participants’ sense of belonging changed over time.
Evaluation Question 3
How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of developing a
sense of belonging? (see Table 5)
Can You See Me? Do You Care? When asked how others featured in their accounts of
developing belonging, the most prominent theme spanning relationships with peers, faculty, and
staff was feeling seen or cared about as individuals. When a university community member
demonstrated particular interest in them, valued their unique self-expression, or demonstrated
flexibility to meet their unique needs; participants experienced belonging. These traits were
captured in three codes: care, unconditional acceptance, and individualization. All three were
woven together throughout participant responses.
Speaking generally about belonging to a group, Michelle referred to her sorority as
“family” and Jillian called the university community her “home.” Molly, Rico, and Danielle
expressed that care and concern for them as individuals was paramount to feeling belonging.
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Molly said, “It feels like you matter, like your opinions have some weight to them and people
care about you.” Rico used the terms “trust and respect” for himself and others. Danielle added
that if she is having a bad day, another person would “try to help in any way that they can”
because they “care about” everything she says and “stands for.”
Okin, Keishla, and Brandon spoke about belonging emerging from unconditional
acceptance by others. Okin described being “accepted” and feeling “like people respect” him
because the group “can help each other and build each other up.” Keishla likened belonging to a
group as acceptance of “all the pieces of [her] identity” but also “respecting each other’s ways
of thinking.” In Brandon’s words, “I can really show who I am and what I’m all about.” Lastly,
Spartan and Peter clarified the theme of individualization. For Peter, honesty about his struggles
and transparency about his identities were important since those that understood his struggles
“stay with [him] for the long run.” Spartan shared a personal story about his journey in a youth
program for “inner city students to be educated in suburban school districts.” He felt belonging
with his host family because they “pushed” him and “they cared about [his] success.”
Peer Connections. Participants were asked to recall positive interactions with peers in
which they felt cared about and accepted by other students. They shared about experiences
across campus in residence halls, courtyards, and classrooms. In each of these environments,
participants were welcomed, included, and validated. In the residence halls, both Danielle and
Brandon discussed their experiences with “door hopping” and introducing themselves to
floormates. Danielle remembered knocking on a door and being received with “welcome” as her
soon-to-be friends wanted to get to know her personally. Brandon travelled door-to-door to
meet his residential neighbors. He remembered, “I figured out who my friends would be...within
the first week, I already felt like I was included” and “part of the school.” For Spartan, peer
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connection was immediately evident with his suitemates because they shared a common
purpose. As first-year students, who all come from “different backgrounds,” they were here for
the same reason “to receive an education.”
The classroom was another common location where these positive peer interactions took
place. For Molly, it was simply talking with other students after class while leaving the
classroom together that created belonging. Jillian shared about group work in her education
class. She was paired with another student who had the “same interest” and “same goal” of
being a teacher. This point of connection designed by the faculty member was meaningful to
her. In Jillian’s words, “It gave you a friend outside of class, if you want to meet outside of
class...or even hang out outside of class, so it gave you like another person.” Both Keishla and
Rico felt belonging when their ideas and perspectives were honored and valued, even when
others disagreed. Keishla did not see “eye-to-eye” with a professor and voiced her opinion.
Other peers created connection for her when they messaged her privately and expressed
“respect” for her view “even if they didn’t agree.” Rico shared a similar sentiment in his
sociology class:
In my sociology class last semester, like the teacher doesn't talk and we all talk about
our points of view, our opinions. Everyone listens, even though we all have like our
different ways of thinking or seeing things, no one criticized, I mean everyone gave their
opinion, and if they thought differently, they would respectfully say so. They wouldn't
be rude or disrespectful about it.
Finally, in the co-curricular realm participants experienced peer connection leading to a
sense of belonging. For Peter, it was voicing his perspective during a political conversation in
the courtyard with students from another political party. Their disagreement served to
“strengthen the relationship” even though they did not “completely agree.” At the beginning of
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the semester, Okin engaged in a scavenger hunt with a student organization and sat down
afterwards to have milkshakes together. He recalled:
We started getting to know each other, talking about religious beliefs, telling jokes, and
then we shared our positive opinions about each other. You know, where we are from
and our majors and our backgrounds. I felt like I had a connection with lifelong friends
already in just a matter of a few hours.
Michelle’s co-curricular involvement of joining a sorority played a key role in the peer
connections that established her belonging to the institution. Every single time she engaged with
sorority peers, she “felt like part of their family.” Her sorority sisters “remembered her name.”
During a difficult family situation, they messaged her: “I’m here for you” and “You’re loved,”
which made her feel accepted and valued by the group.
Faculty and Staff Connections
Faculty Connections. Faculty interactions that fostered belonging for participants
shared common elements. Faculty who provided flexibility, individual attention, and initiated
conversation directly with students by encouraging them to participate or providing words of
support generated a sense of belonging for participants. Keishla described her professors as
“really understanding” because she cannot always be physically on campus. She felt cared for
when her faculty understood that she is a primary caregiver for her grandmother. Rico had
difficulty learning the new technology platforms necessary for online learning. After
unintentionally missing a deadline, he emailed his professor. He explained, “She helped me
through and let me work on it so at least I could get some credit.” The professor’s understanding
that he was learning and adapting to “the whole online thing” that was “still new for everyone”
was critical for his academic adjustment. Brandon appreciated when a faculty member made an
appointment with him outside of office hours and “put personal time” into assisting him.
Danielle and Jillian spoke of how faculty criticism accompanied by care and support improved
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their performance. Danielle called this the “hard criticism that I needed to continue working and
being a better writer.” Feedback was coupled with “little conversations about how my day was
going” for Danielle or personal notes next to a grade that make her “feel better” for Jillian.
Words that conveyed encouragement, belief in their abilities, and desire to see them
succeed were most impactful to Michelle, Molly, Okin, Spartan, and Peter. Michelle
summarized a particular interaction with a faculty member when she had a difficult family
matter that pulled her away from school:
I mean I could have done homework and stuff, but I was not in the right frame of mind
to get anything done... [the professor] gave me extensions and they changed their office
hours for me... to help me with what I missed. They were inspiring and gave me
confidence by saying… you're doing great...believe in yourself like I believe in you, so
you gotta believe in yourself.
Okin felt “a connection” with a professor through familiar course content, and he “wasn’t scared
to ask him questions.” For Molly, a professor meeting with her individually on a Zoom call and
asking, “What did you do this weekend?” meant that “they care about what you’re saying.”
Participants repeatedly cited conversations with first-year seminar faculty as having established
belonging. Spartan said, his first-year seminar professor “wants to see every one of her students
do well here” and “stay on top of work,” which Spartan believe would lead to future
opportunities with “good people” and “good jobs.” Peter summarized his faculty connection of
belonging as the faculty member’s commitment to his success. His professor told him, “I’m not
here to fail you. I don’t want to give you bad grades. I want you to be a better person...
Regardless of what [academics were] like before, you’re here now, and I’m here to help you.”
Staff Connections. Forward-facing, front-line staff members had by far the most impact
on participants’ perceived sense of belonging. These interactions were brief, often warm
expressions of positive regard for participants. Across all ten interviews, the dining staff were
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the most often cited in participant stories. Spartan referred to the dining staff as “really, really
nice and welcoming.” He noted that the dining staff goes out of their way to “ask how your day
is going.” Okin and Peter both remarked that the dining staff committed their regular orders to
memory. Okin recalled the staff member “knows my order...because we had a connection.” The
dining staff member would “joke” with him a little “just to loosen up and break the ice,” which
made him feel belonging. Brandon called these small conversations with the dining staff “a
personal connection when I see them every day” and that a relationship “develops over time.”
Molly portrayed a dining staff member as “bright and sweet.” She described interactions with
them that gave her “that homey feeling that someone is happy to see you and you’re happy to
see them.” Jillian described a relationship that cultivated belonging for her:
One lady at [dining location] is so nice and every time me and my roommates go there,
she's so happy and we're like oh she's working today! She's like how are you? She's so
nice so whenever we see her, we're like yay! If you have a rough day… someone you
don't know being nice to you in the slightest way possible definitely makes my day.
Other staff members working in the facilities department, fitness center, library, and
even on-campus employment supervisors, were also mentioned by participants, but none with
the enthusiasm and frequency of the dining staff. The common elements of these interactions
were frequency, positive regard, and an inquiry into the participant’s well-being as simple as:
“How are you today?” What might first appear as an unremarkable exchange between staff and
student actually imparted attention, care, and belonging.
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Table 5
Top Ten Codes Related to Evaluation Question 3
Code
Care
Faculty Connection
Peer Connection
Staff Connection
Unconditional Acceptance
Academic Support
Dining Staff
Individualization
Additional Support
Academic Experience

Total Number of References
24
21
21
16
15
11
11
11
9
7

Evaluation Question

How did others, including
peers, faculty, and staff,
feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of
belonging?

Note. This table lists the top ten codes generated by the third evaluation question regarding how
others featured in participants’ accounts of developing a sense of belonging.
Evaluation Question 4
How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential environment,
feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging? (see Table 6)
Residential Experience. Eight of the 10 participants in this study were residential
students. Therefore, when asked to describe how the residential experience and other places on
campus impacted their sense of belonging; roommates, floormates, and resident assistants often
featured in their accounts. An additional layer atop the residential connections was an overall
perception of campus vibrancy and the way in which this energy connected participants to the
pulse of campus life. The institution has a dense footprint and one singular campus situated
adjacent to a mid-sized city, which contributed to the liveliness of the learning environment.
Spartan articulated this campus pulse in his own words, “I’m walking on campus every
day. I see the fields and the surrounding so that it makes me feel more here than like having to
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commute from somewhere else.” Brandon described the centrality of his residence hall on
campus as contributing to his sense of belonging:
Living on campus and being right smack in the middle of campus is awesome. I love
being able to just walk outside my door and see people. I go down[stairs] to get food.
Always seeing people and saying hi to people kind of makes me just feel like I’m part of
this school, like I’m included with everyone else.
Molly concurred with Brandon about the “homey campus size,” and she often would “see a
bunch of people within a five-minute time span” just by living in the residence halls and
walking to classes. Molly continued, “Because their class is 0.2 miles away, you bump into
people all the time.” Jillian often looks out her residence hall window since “you can see
everything going on.” This proximity to the heartbeat of activity encouraged her several times
to “check some things out” as they were occurring outside her residence hall.
Michelle, Peter, and Rico discussed their roommates and floormates within the residence
halls as reasons for their belonging. Michelle immediately felt “really connected” with her
roommate and everyone on her floor. She described the resources immediately available next
door in this way, “If you ever need anything, just knock on their door and everyone will help
you out.” Peter’s roommates are considered “family,” and he quickly made a close connection
with another student on his floor with whom he is “able to talk for hours about just anything.”
Similarly, Rico felt most connected to his roommates when they spent time in their shared
common room. It was this initial roommate connection that encouraged him to walk down the
hallway with his roommate “knocking on everyone’s door” on the first night they arrived. These
first residential connections were important and lasting in his formation of belonging as he still
“talk[s] to everyone.” When deciding to introduce himself to his neighbors, he figured, “If no
one else is going to do it, we might as well start it, like start being the first people to go up to
people and say hello.”
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Other participants highlighted the role of their resident assistant (RA) in fostering
connection and belonging during their first weeks. Michelle described her RA not only as
“sweet” and “nice,” but also how her interactions with her RAs impacted her desire to help
other students:
After that day, after meeting [RA name] and my other RA [name], I really wanted to be
an RA because, it felt great to have people there for you. They give you resources, and
they help you out and then like even that one time that I bumped into [RA name] before
I was going to the airport. It was just times like that I felt really belonging.
For Danielle and Jillian, it was the extra effort by the RAs to knock on their doors and meet
with them in-person rather than on Zoom during COVID-19 that made them feel valued.
Danielle said, “[RA] really wanted to have a conversation with all of us... every single person
on the floor... which made me feel like I’m cared about and not just another little name on the
door.” Peter reiterated that due to the relationship established with his RA, he “consider[s] her a
friend” and he would knock on her door anytime because they were “able to relate to each other,
to empathize.”
Even the two participants who commuted to campus spoke of the connecting benefits of
partaking in campus life. For Keishla, it was “harder to connect on campus” without physically
being on campus late at night. However, due to COVID-19, she “found a good amount of events
that are virtual” and she can attend through Zoom “so that kind of makes up for it.” Okin had a
very positive spin on being a commuter student who felt a bond with the heartbeat of campus:
Commuting is actually a great thing, because you can actually see the city for itself. You
know, downtown you can see the city and every time I come to campus, I feel like I’m a
businessman. You know I gotta go downtown because it's like I gotta take care of
business, you know? I feel a great vibe, and then it feels like I belong to [university].
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Additional Spaces for Connection. The coffee shop on campus, a walking path by a
nearby river, the library, pool, and fitness center: these were the most frequently cited places on
campus where participants spend time to feel connected to campus. These experiences of
connection resulted in a sense of belonging. Two themes linked participants’ choice of
locations: (1) participants were able to connect informally with peers and faculty; and (2)
participants were motivated to complete their academic work because in these spaces they were
surrounded by other students studying, writing, or working on group projects for classes.
Michelle mentioned the informal connections that she made at the fitness center.
Describing her morning kickboxing class, she said, “I love my instructor. She is awesome. She
made you feel really good in the morning, and I felt belonging in there.” Danielle met with her
friends in the dining hall every night for dinner for “a home cooked meal” because “everyone is
there with their friends and it's really nice to see like that community…even during the
pandemic.” Okin called the park on campus “a tranquil place that brings peace” and one that
had a “good vibe” because he would frequently run into other students and professors. Rico and
Spartan headed to the park to “relax” by themselves or with others. For Jillian, heading to the
pool on weekends with many other students made her “feel like [she’s] at home.”
For academic motivation, Michelle visited the library to meet “study buddies” or the
coffee shop on campus to “grab a study room.” Danielle, Brandon, and Spartan also frequented
the coffee shop on campus for quiet time to complete homework in the company of others.
Danielle said, “I’ll just look around and people are doing the same thing I’m doing. They're
trying to get their work done.” Brandon felt connected by seeing so many students working on
schoolwork at the coffee shop. He described this feeling of belonging to the institution: “I’m
around other students who are just doing the same thing, and I just feel part of the school and
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connected to other students.” Molly summarized her coffee shop experience of belonging in this
way:
You always see like people you know, people from class… I guess it's a connecting area
…it's more of a connection aspect as to why I go there. It’s kind of just motivating
because you're like, oh look they're doing their work and focusing, I should do my work
and focus.
Table 6
Top Ten Codes Related to Evaluation Question 4
Code
Residential Experience
On-Campus Spot
Peer Connection
Spontaneous Connection
Additional Support
Agency
Campus Pulse
Resident Assistant Staff
Academic Experience
Academic Support

Total Number of References
25
17
16
10
9
7
6
5
4
4

Evaluation Question

How did environmental
factors, such as the university
setting and residential
environment, feature in their
accounts of developing a
sense of belonging?

Note. This table lists the top ten codes generated by the fourth evaluation question regarding
how environmental factors featured in participants’ accounts of developing a sense of
belonging.
Additional Findings
Advice for Faculty and Staff. Participants shared three pieces of advice for faculty and
staff on how to create an inclusive campus community where everyone feels that they belong.
First, Molly, Brandon, Okin and Rico called for more social opportunities to meet other students
inside or outside the classroom. Opportunities for connection around areas of interest were
important to students. Okin described this as creating environments in which students “can
come together and talk about positive things rather than other things.” Second, Danielle and
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Jillian requested small points of positive connection with faculty and staff. Danielle
recommended “just ask about how our day is going.” Jillian reinforced that even a smile or a
question about her day “really does make a difference.” Third, several participants highlighted
open, inviting, and inclusive communication from faculty and staff. Keishla asked for them to
“consider pronouns” as one way to be inclusive. Michelle and Peter reminded faculty that
students are often shy and afraid to speak in class. The message should be: It’s okay to have the
wrong answer. I care more that you participate, and there are no like dumb questions. Finally,
Spartan summarized a way in which faculty can demonstrate that they care about students
through office hours:
I just feel like being more involved in your students’ lives...for example, having office
hours more often and having students come [to office hours] even if they don’t need to,
but just checking in on them and make sure that they’re up to date with everything that’s
going on. Students are actually scared to talk to the professors and explain their feelings.
They don’t like speaking up. If professors can be more engaged in their office hours and
talk to them about how the students are doing, I feel like that would be a big
improvement for sure.
Advice for Students. Regarding advice for students, there were two themes that
strongly emerged from participant interviews. First, students advised their peers to be friendly,
open, and inclusive with one another. Molly called this approach “make everyone feel like they
fit in.” Brandon called for being “more accepting and inviting of others.” Danielle encouraged
her peers, “Be the person that talks to someone else...you don’t know what kind of day they
have had.” This small gesture could help them feel belonging. Jillian cautioned that “everyone
should have a place” referring to the recruitment and selection process for fraternities and
sororities. Students could create a more inclusive community by paying more attention to the
words they use. Keishla explained:
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Be self-aware of the way that you're speaking and the things that you're saying just
because you never really know what other people can take offense to. If you’re telling a
joke you don't really know who thinks of it as a joke.
The second piece of advice for students endorsed proactive engagement with others and
their new university environment. Michelle explained, “The first few weeks, I was kind of
waiting for people to reach out to me like maybe knock at my door, but I had to do that myself.”
Rico followed, “You have to go out of your comfort zone to grow... you have to just keep trying
until you get to that point where you meet those people, and you find your way of belonging
here.” Spartan, Peter, and Okin urged their peers to get involved in organizations or informal
activities and for them to continue being open to new people even when they have an
established friend group. In Spartan’s words, “Let people know who you are...in order for you
to feel like you belong, you definitely have to get yourself out there and get involved with
what’s going on.”
Five Overall Themes
Second cycle pattern coding grouped first cycle descriptive and emotion codes together
into smaller categories (Miles et al., 2014). This clustering of related codes resulted in five
overall themes across the data (see Table 7). To report on each evaluation question, I have
written detailed narratives with thick description and multivocality to fully represent all 10
participants.
Shifting from this level of detail, I have approached presenting the five themes
differently. This thematic analysis highlights consistency and similarity between participants.
Therefore, the five overarching themes are written from the voice of the collective, specifically
with the plural first-person pronoun ‘we,’ to bring participant experiences alive in the final
portion of my analysis. While being inclusive of a broad range of experiences, the collective
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narratives allow participants to speak directly to the reader about their experiences of
developing belonging to a new university. Following these thematic narratives, my
constructivist interpretation of the relationships between the five themes is presented (see Figure
4) to visually display the collective experience of participants developing a perceived sense of
belonging as first-year students at a new university.
Table 7
Pattern Coding: From 35 Individual Codes to Five Overarching Themes
Theme

Collective Quest

Code Name

Code Description

Agency

Taking personal action to create connection

Co-Curricular

Belonging increased by co-curricular
involvement

Continuity of
Experiences

Belonging increased by becoming involved
in university activities or studies that mirror
high school or past interests

Excitement

Enthusiasm for being in the university
environment or interacting with university
community members

Meaning

Powerful insight or reflection on the
importance of establishing belonging

Resiliency

Commitment to the university when facing
adversity

Seeking More
Connection

Desire to become more involved within
university community

Shared Purpose

Belonging created by sharing a common
goal (e.g., academic achievement,
graduation, social connections)

COVID-19
Challenges

Difficulties in the university environment
resulting from the pandemic

Family Support

Contacting family for reassurance or advice
when facing difficulty or making decisions

Nervous

Awkwardness or discomfort interacting
with a new environment and new people

Shared Challenges
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Table 7. (Continued)
Theme
Shared Challenges
(continued)

Code Name

Code Description

Shared Experience

Belonging created by sharing the common
experience of being a new student

Uncertainty

Insecurity or overwhelm in one’s ability to
manage challenging circumstances

Academic Achievement Academic preparation, success or
recognition demonstrating academic
competency
Academic Experience

Credit-bearing experiences that generate
excitement or interest in content and/or
create belonging

Academic Support

Supplemental group or individual
academic resources, activities or
experiences that foster belonging

Additional Support

Trustworthy resource available to help now
or in future

Care

Personal interest, concern or kindness
demonstrated by any university community
member

Diversity

Belonging increased by experience with
difference (others, views, or involvements)

Faculty Connection

Belonging increased by interaction with a
faculty member

Individualization

Belonging increased by customized
support or flexibility to meet unique needs

Peer Connection

Belonging increased by interaction with a
peer

Staff Connection

Belonging increased by interaction with a
staff member

Academic Success

Community of Care

Dining Staff

Belonging increased by interaction(s) with
dining staff

Facilities Staff

Belonging increased by interaction(s) with
facilities staff

Fitness Center
Staff

Belonging increased by interaction(s) with
fitness center staff.

Library Staff

Belonging increased by interaction(s) with
library staff
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Table 7. (Continued)
Theme

Code Name

Resident Assistant Belonging increased by interaction with
Staff
RA

Community of Care
(continued)

Inspirational Hub

Code Description

Unconditional
Acceptance

Belonging resulting from feeling valued
by others for one’s unique self-expression

Aesthetic Appeal

Belonging increased based upon the
natural environment, architecture or urban
location

Campus Pulse

Belonging increased by being in the heart
of campus and surrounded by campus
activity

Off-Campus
Connection

Belonging increased by positive
perception or experiences in the city or
local community

On-Campus Spot

Locations frequented on-campus that
increase belonging

Residential Experience Belonging increased by residential
environment including facility/amenities,
events or any interpersonal interactions
within the residence hall
Unexpected interpersonal interactions that
increase belonging

Spontaneous
Connections

Note. This table displays the coupling of similar deductive and inductive codes (35 total) into
five overall themes. Code definitions are included.
First Theme: Collective Quest
We are on an important journey together. We belong here because we have shared
aspirations. Pursuing our degrees, making lifelong friends, becoming more independent, and
experiencing freedom are all essential parts of this journey. Not only are we all in this together,
but what we are doing matters most to us.
During our college years, we have the opportunity to do what we love. This means
seeking out and joining clubs and organizations. It means we can pursue our educational dreams
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and be challenged to think critically and differently in the classroom. It also means we must
take risks and push ourselves out of our comfort zones to become involved and engaged with
the many educational and social opportunities on campus and in the local community.
Feeling that we belong in this new community is crucial. Often, we must take the first
step to make connections with others. We won’t despair if it is difficult at first to make new
connections and find our way. We are navigating this new environment together to fulfill a
larger calling for our lives. Motivated by the opportunity before us, our shared mission brings
purpose and energy into our days to meet our goals. We can do it!
Second Theme: Shared Challenges
We all struggle sometimes. We share the experience of being new and needing to
acclimate to an unfamiliar environment. We feel more distance from our high school friends and
seek new connections here. The benefit to all of us being new students is that we are not alone.
Rather, we embark on this journey together, and even challenges can create belonging for us.
We can help one another with coursework. We should be inclusive and welcoming with one
another because we are all searching for our sense of belonging. Feelings of nervousness and
uncertainty are normal, and everyone feels this way at times. We remember that we’ve been in
new environments before, and we have successfully navigated them.
This year, the pandemic COVID-19 has been particularly challenging. Masks and social
distancing have changed the landscape of the academic environment in ways we could not have
imagined when we completed our college applications. We have needed academic,
technological, and social support to navigate these challenges. Even so, we are grateful to have
an in-person learning experience. Given these unprecedented challenges, we understand we
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have to alter our expectations and behavior until we can make our way through this pandemic.
Even this shared challenge has created a sense of belonging between us and with the institution.
Third Theme: Academic Success
We care deeply about our academic success. Obtaining a degree is our primary purpose,
and we share this in common with one another. We welcome and engage in academic
experiences that help us understand our transition to college and give us the knowledge
necessary to be successful at this university. Those initial academic experiences make us excited
about learning, and they can be designed to connect us to one another so that we feel more
belonging. We are genuinely excited about learning that is interactive, connective, and
applicable to our future goals.
Our professors make a huge difference! Our experiences with them really matter. We
notice and take seriously how they interact with us. They can propel us forward or hinder our
progress. We may need academic support and at times prompting by faculty to reach out for that
support. We feel valued and accepted when they acknowledge our work, write responses on
assignments, or encourage us to engage with academic support resources. We often form our
own study groups. Studying together and group projects increase our sense of belonging
because they help us form relationships with peers. However, we also appreciate when
academic support is embedded as part of our co-curricular experience through peer mentors or
other structured support programs.
When we experience academic success, we feel belonging to the institution. Graduation
and pursuing meaningful careers become possible when we accumulate smaller experiences of
academic competency early in our undergraduate careers. These initial accomplishments are
important because they build our confidence and help us envision a path forward.
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Fourth Theme: Community of Care
The extent to which people know us and demonstrate they are here to help us
significantly impacts our development of belonging to the institution. All members of the
community make a difference. A warm greeting when placing a lunch order, knocking on our
residence hall doors, assistance with finding a research article: These brief interactions are
meaningful and increase belonging to the community.
Care is demonstrated by accepting all parts of who we are, including all parts of our
identities (race, gender, sexual orientation, etc.). While we are more than these labels, they
impact how we walk in the world and how others perceive and respond to us. Our identities
impact our experiences.
We have responsibilities outside of school. Please do not assume that mistakes are
intentional. Faculty and staff who ask about our lives, remain flexible, and demonstrate
understanding for our personal and unique situations create connection and become trusted
resources now and in the future. We are trying our best, but we need others in our community of
care to help us navigate both foreseeable and unforeseeable challenges.
We thrive when those around us are interested in our lives. Especially when we are
adjusting to a new environment, they can offer kindness, understanding, and assistance to
increase our sense of acceptance and value. Interactions with peers, faculty, and staff all
contribute to our sense of belonging when we are approached with a spirit of hospitality. Those
individuals become future resources and advocates to whom we will turn when we feel slighted
or uncertain. During challenging times, these individuals often attend to our needs and in this
way reconnect us to the larger community.
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Fifth Theme: Inspirational Hub
We are embedded in a vibrant setting that creates an environment motivating us to learn.
We can feel a certain vibe of positive energy: This is where it all happens. There is a palpable
heartbeat, and we feel it when we set foot on campus every day.
Simply put, this campus is beautiful! Palm trees, appealing architecture, and the perfect
blend of historical and modern elements lift our spirits. There are places on campus where we
go to study and to relax. The physical design of campus supports our social connections and
academic goals. In particular, when we live on campus in the residence halls, we are so close in
proximity to engagement opportunities. As residential students, we more easily forge
friendships with nearby roommates and floormates while having access to peer mentors who
help us develop belonging. Regardless if we are residential or commuter, we know that just by
walking on campus, we will run into peers, faculty, and staff that we know. These unplanned
moments make us feel connected to this university. All of these little moments matter.
The vitality and energy of campus and the local urban downtown make us feel a part of
something larger. Whether we are at the on-campus coffee shop, studying at the library, playing
on the athletic fields, or visiting a local restaurant, there are often impromptu activities to join,
and it easier to engage with others in similar tasks. We have an innate feeling that everything on
and around this campus was deliberately designed to support us and move us toward our
academic and developmental goals.
Relationship among Five Themes
In this study, the five themes derived from participant interviews were related in a
specific way. They were not five distinct themes. Rather, in my interpretation of the data, they
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weaved together to tell a story encapsulating the participant experience of developing belonging
to the institution. Succinctly phrased:
We are on a Collective Quest seeking Academic Success while experiencing Shared
Challenges. We trust that our Community of Care will support us within an
Inspirational Hub facilitating our learning and development (see Figure 4).
Figure 4
Thematic Connections of Participants’ Experiences of Developing Belonging

Note. This figure displays my interpretation of the framework through which participants
developed a sense of belonging to the institution by connecting the five themes.
Chapter Four Summary
In this chapter, the findings of this evaluation study were presented. The recruitment and
selection processes as well as demographic information for participants was detailed. Multiple
cycles of deductive and inductive coding were utilized to generate results. After a summary of
the overall findings, each evaluation question was addressed with thick description representing
all participant voices. Additional findings were also presented. Then, second cycle coding
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revealed five major themes. Each theme was presented as a collective narrative, and a potential
explanation for the relationship between themes was considered. The following chapter will
present the discussion and conclusions of the study.
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusions
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less
likely to retain into their second year, described their development of a perceived sense of
belonging during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United
States. A comprehensive review of the current literature on college students’ perceived sense of
belonging including its impact on retention and persistence revealed a qualitative gap in the
literature. Specifically, the student perspective on sense of belonging required further
exploration to better understand this important variable impacting college student retention and
persistence (Johnson, 2000; Jorgenson et al., 2018; Lane, 2016; Niehaus et al., 2019; Strayhorn,
2019). This study responded by evaluating the experiences of first-year students’ perceived
sense of belonging and the institutional conditions that contributed to its development.
By conducting semi-structured interviews with first-year students about their
development of belonging to the institution, selected participants added their voices and
personal experiences to provide context and expand the boundaries of what is currently known
about sense of belonging and college students. Ten participants, who met specific criteria,
agreed to be interviewed. Rigorous analysis of these interviews and subsequent findings were
presented in chapter four. This final chapter offers a summary of major findings along with their
connection to existing literature. Based on the findings of this evaluation study, I have also
proposed strategies for students, faculty, and staff in their respective roles to increase the
student experience of belonging as well as recommendations for future research.
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Evaluation Questions
This study answered the following key evaluation question by addressing a subset of four
related questions:
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern
university?
1. What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first
year of college?
2. How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout
their first year of college?
3. How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of belonging?
4. How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential
environment, feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging?
Limitations
The following limitations, more thoroughly discussed in chapter three, applied to this
study:
1. This study included a small, purposeful sample of participants who had met specific
criteria for inclusion in the study. A small sample size limits generalizability to other
institutional contexts, the larger population of first-year students, and the broader
undergraduate student population.
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2. This study was evaluative in nature and collected data from participants through
semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data and other variables that might explain
differences between participants were not a part of this study.
3. Third, as the evaluator, I serve as an administrator and educator within the
institutional setting under study. I was aware of potential bias in interpretation of
findings, and I took precautions to reduce evaluator bias and enhance the
trustworthiness and authenticity of the findings. I also acknowledged that a power
imbalance existed due my position and perhaps my age and other identities. I
discussed in my reflexivity statement how I attempted to share power with
participants.
Summary of Major Findings and Connections to Current Literature
Evaluation Question 1: Notable Experiences of Belonging
Co-Curricular Experiences and Peer Connections. When asked about their most
notable experiences of belonging, participants focused first and foremost on their co-curricular
experiences and peer relationships. These activities and relationships were interwoven and often
occurred simultaneously or as the result of one another. Generally, co-curricular experiences
and peer relationships were linked together in the participants’ experiences. They occurred both
formally through organized institutional events and also informally as opportunities for
connection created by students themselves.
This theme connected strongly with previous research emphasizing a student’s peer
group as having a very high impact on belonging and retention (Davis et al., 2019), namely peer
interactions as a strong predictor of sense of belonging (Stebleton et al., 2014). Students have
reported being greatly impacted by their immediate peer group (Hurtado et al., 2007). These
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positive peer relationships played a critical role in supporting their transition to college
(Hausmann et al, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Pittman & Richmond, 2008). Supporting previous
findings, a sense of connection to a peer group, such as a fraternity or sorority, was pivotal to
participants’ overall feelings of psychological well-being in addition to their feelings of peer
and institutional acceptance (Dumford et al., 2019; Shaulskiy, 2018).
Initiative and Agency. Participants repeatedly emphasized their own role in creating
belonging by reaching outside their comfort zone to make connections with others. The role of
students themselves negotiating their belonging needs has appeared in previous studies since
less belonging can serve as a motivator to reconfigure one’s fit in a new environment
(O’Keeffe, 2013; Samura, 2018b). It also supports an understanding of belonging as an ongoing
process of interactions and interpretations rather than a static position (Strayhorn, 2019).
However, I advise caution when applying this expectation of initiative and personal
agency to all students as it can create a burdensome responsibility for underrepresented students
to adapt to a majority-representative system that has not been designed with attention to their
needs (Tierney, 1992). Because transition will be easier for privileged students, the individual
student’s responsibility to engage must be held lightly when compared to the institution’s
obligation of providing an inclusive campus climate (O’Keeffe, 2013). While most participants
identified their own agency as a primary means of connection and belonging, there is a risk of
overemphasizing individualistic responsibility without recognizing systemic norms that might
inhibit some individuals, especially underrepresented students, from connecting, despite their
proactive efforts. A blanket statement citing individual student responsibility for their own
transition could diminish the importance of systemic factors that impact students’ individual
efforts for connection and belonging.
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COVID-19. This study was conducted during a response to the global pandemic
COVID-19. It was an unplanned, undesired, synchronous event that posed questions regarding
how first-year students would develop belonging while adhering to local, state, federal, and
international medical guidance which formulated the underpinnings of the institution’s health
and safety plan. Among the most visible of these measures were 6-foot physical distancing,
mask wearing in classrooms and public spaces, reduced capacity in classrooms, co-curricular
experiences and gatherings via digital mediums, and limited in-person contact with many staff
and faculty.
This study captured a recent snapshot in time during the pandemic. Additional research
may be forthcoming, but limited information is currently available on the impact of the
pandemic on students’ perceived sense of belonging. Therefore, this study contributed to an
emerging area of research, specifically, how COVID-19 impacted the development of belonging
from the student perspective. At the time of this analysis, the Office of Institutional Research
for the institution under study reported its highest fall-to-spring cohort retention rate of 94%
compared to a range of 69%-78% fall-to-fall retention rates for cohort years 2008-2019. Beyond
the scope of this study, the difference is worth noting to see if this increase carries forward
when the final retention rate is measured in Fall 2021 and in the years following.
This early indication of higher than typical retention is curious. At this institution, small
increases in retention have also been noted the year after a threat of natural disaster. A
substantial jump requires examination: To what extent, and if so how, might weather or healthrelated calamities unintentionally serve to develop belonging between the institution and its
students? While the answer to this question remains largely unknown, participants in this study
noted the academic, technological, and personal connection challenges created by the conditions

120

in place to prevent the spread of COVID-19. On the other hand, they also referenced positive
experiences with faculty via technology. They demonstrated understanding that faculty and the
university were responding appropriately to the unusual demands of the time. Simultaneously,
they expressed gratitude for having maintained a primarily in-person learning environment. As
a group, participants identified COVID-19 as a collective experience and approached it as a
shared challenge binding them together with the mantra: We are all in this together.
Academic Experiences and Shared Purpose. It has been relatively well established
that students who are satisfied with faculty relationships, largely because they perceive care and
concern for them as individuals, have reported higher levels of belonging to the learning
environment (Maestas et al., 2007; Mataczynski, 2014). More interaction between students and
faculty supports their transition as a new student (Kuh et al., 2006), as both faculty and staff
interactions may ease temporary adjustment hurdles (Johnson et al., 2007).
However, participants provided more context on the importance of faculty and staff
interactions to explain the benefits of shared academic experiences in addition to one-on-one
interactions. Particularly, assigned group work as part of course requirements facilitated
connection with the institution, peers, and faculty. Participants commented that placement in
discussion groups by major or by interest increased their sense of belonging. Specific
assignments that required them to articulate their academic or career interests, explore resources
on campus, partake and report back on co-curricular activities, or even create a future plan of
course selection toward degree completion all increased participant belonging. The primary
avenue for these bonding academic experiences occurred in first-year seminar courses. These
courses are credit-bearing and required for all new students. While Tinto (2017) encouraged
institutions to foster students’ sense of belonging by promoting shared academic and social
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experiences, examples cited are typically broader and more resource-intensive, such as learning
communities and cohort programs. Participant experiences suggested that less comprehensive
and more specific group and individual academic assignments serve the same goal of increasing
belonging for students.
Finally, the first theme from participant interviews of ‘collective quest’ articulated a
shared purpose among students which contributed to their sense of belonging. In this collective
quest, participants were united in their efforts for academic progress and degree achievement.
They shared a desire to learn and grow as well as a sense of pride in being students at this
institution. They attributed belonging to connection on these basic facets of student life. On this
point, this study adds nuance and depth to the current literature on how and why students
establish belonging.
Evaluation Question 2: Changes in Sense of Belonging over Time
Participant responses provided less clarity when asked to compare their sense of
belonging when they first arrived on campus to their sense of belonging at the beginning of their
second semester. Upon arrival to campus, participants shared an understanding that they were
not unique in being nervous as they found their way around an unfamiliar environment. In fact,
they took solace in the idea that most new students were anxious. The places on campus and
people with whom they connected varied, but the majority of experiences included peers in
residence hall and classrooms. For one participant, it was essential to see multiple racial and
ethnic identities represented in faculty and staff. While participants could easily provide specific
examples of experiencing belonging during their first few weeks, the change in perceived
belonging over time was much more difficult to articulate.
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Perhaps with more time for reflection or an opportunity for a second interview, these
changes in perceived sense of belonging over time could have been more accurately tracked. It
is also possible that if participants were asked to reflect in real time as the fall semester
progressed, they would have gathered more insight into how their sense of belonging changed
over time. I did not come across any previous literature that directly considered this question,
specifically asking students to articulate their change in sense of belonging over time.
However, related to this inquiry, Hurtado and Carter (1997) posed the question: Does
sense of belonging to small social networks or to the overall campus community matter more
for student retention and persistence? For several participants early in the fall semester, small
social networks first served as the foundation for establishing connection to the larger
institution. Belonging began at the granular level. Logically, their first points of connection
were the students, staff, and faculty closest to them and with whom they frequently interacted.
Simply establishing one friendship so that a peer could accompany them to meet others or
developing a trustworthy group of friends represented the first sign of belonging. From this
place of feeling interpersonal attachment, some participants were then encouraged to shift their
focus to their academic success. This finding has been supported in both early retention and
belonging literature (Astin, 1993; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Spady, 1971) and more recently
(Hausmann et al., 2007; Hurtado et al., 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Pittman & Richmond, 2008).
Half of the participants in this study did not identify a significant change in their sense
of belonging from their first to second semester, because they felt immediately welcomed and
recollected generally positive early college experiences linked to perceived belonging.
However, these participants also noted the importance of hospitality and warm greetings by
students, staff, and faculty who initially received them into unfamiliar spaces. This finding is
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consistent with Upcraft et al.’s (1989) recommendation to ‘front load’ the most student-centered
people, programs, and services in the first year to serve as a source of connection and easily
identifiable resources for students upon their arrival to campus. Similarly, in his most recent
persistence model, Tinto (2017) noted the importance of early, small, and positive student
interactions to immediately foster their sense of belonging.
Evaluation Question 3: How Others Featured in Developing Belonging
The Caring Educator. In addition to the primary importance of peer connections,
participants underscored faculty and staff relationships as very important to their perceived
sense of belonging. An educator’s care and concern for their holistic wellbeing was one of the
most prominent themes across participant interviews. Belonging increased when faculty and
staff demonstrated that they understood participants to be whole people with lives, families, and
responsibilities outside the context of that particular relationship. This finding is consistent with
previous research (Jorgenson et al., 2018), specifically that expressions of care mitigated
academic difficulty during the student transition (Thomas & Galambos, 2004). Similar to
previous studies (Hurtado et al., 2015; Tinto 2017), educators with whom participants had direct
contact were most often cited as increasing their belonging. Care and concern for their
wellbeing demonstrated not only availability of educators but also an interest in their struggles.
The caring educator became a type of safety net that provided a reliable resource whom they
could enlist to support their current or future difficulties. In this way, the caring educator
mirrored Noddings’ (2001, 2015) care ethics as a transformative agent who exhibited
compassion for participants’ inner needs and critically engaged with them during their
educational journey with the aim of preparing them as emerging adults.
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Faculty Accelerate Belonging. Faculty connections that increased belonging took
various forms for participants. Some participants were deeply impacted when faculty
personalized outreach to them with feedback on assignments, encouraged them to utilize
academic support resources, or offered words of encouragement for their efforts. Other
participants recalled faculty adapting assignment deadlines due to family circumstances or the
learning curve of new technology. Faculty members’ positive responses to individual
circumstances impacting academic work were greatly valued. Seen previously in belonging
literature, participants in this study agreed that faculty who believed in their academic
competency (Freeman et al., 2007) and compassionately challenged them to improve their
academic performance (Murphy, 2016) served as motivation for them. Additionally, the
perception of coursework as important and relevant to their lives (Hurtado et al, 2007) also
positively influenced their sense of belonging. Finally, like Umbach and Wawrzynski (2005),
faculty who assigned coursework to explore co-curricular involvements increased participant
belonging.
Additional context provided by participants expands the current understanding of
belonging developed by positive interactions with diverse peers (Hurtado et al., 2007; Maestas
et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2008a; Tovar, 2013) to include the role of faculty. One rationale for
institutions ensuring educators to be reasonably representative of the student body (Tinto, 2017)
was provided by more than one participant. They indicated increased trust in their professors’
capacity to acknowledge and welcome all parts of their student identity when faculty members
themselves embodied visible diversity. Identity was defined by race and ethnicity for some, and
for others in a more universal sense of being appreciated for their unique self-expressions.
When some participants disagreed with other students in a classroom setting, but their opinions

125

were still valued, they developed trust and respect for the faculty member. When other
participants collaborated on assignments that permitted and normalized in-group tension or
conflict, they felt appreciation for difference in identity and opinion. In this way, faculty course
design and class facilitation increased their sense of belonging.
Every Interaction Matters. Participants agreed with existing literature on the central
role that student-facing staff play in developing their sense of belonging. Staff members that
offered care and positive regard served students as supportive resources and authentic
connections invested in their educational journey (Lane, 2016; Niehaus et al., 2019; Schreiner et
al., 2011; Upcraft et al., 1989). Participants valued staff members whom they saw regularly and
viewed as approachable, less formal, and genuinely concerned about their well-being. Their
descriptions of staff member interactions that increased belonging were similar to Thomas’s
(2012) in which staff members remembered student names, presented themselves as available
and responsive, and embodied more of a casual or familiar role rather than an authority figure.
Despite criticism of ethic of care models as resource intensive (Manning et al., 2014), the staff
interactions conveying hospitality and belonging to participants in this study were brief and
straightforward. They happened at routine locations on campus frequented by participants like
dining halls, the library, and the fitness center. They required only that staff members be
friendly and interested in the students they see on a regular basis. These attentive interactions
more closely resembled Noddings’ (2002) care ethics in which even brief encounters can
transform one’s experience as long as the care is received and recognized by the recipient.
Evaluation Question 4: Environmental Factors Influencing Belonging
Residential Living. Comparable to other findings on sense of belonging and living oncampus in university owned and operated residence halls, participants spoke fondly of their

126

experiences as residential students. Broadly speaking, the residence halls were a key location for
the development of community and interpersonal connections. Participants often made their
very first connections with roommates or floormates. These initial bonds were cited as the very
first interactions that increased their sense of belonging to the institution. Literature on this topic
supports participant experiences. The residence hall was a key space for community
development through social integration (Berger, 1997; Braxton, & McClendon, 2001; Dumford
et al., 2019).
Adding to the current understanding of the importance of the residential environment for
developing belonging, this study highlighted the high impact of resident assistants as initial
belonging agents. Resident assistants proactively engaged with students upon their arrival, and
some became trusted resources after the first few weeks of classes. While the role of residence
life staff in fostering an inclusive community has been previously noted (Johnson et al., 2007),
particularly for students of color (Garvey et al., 2018), residential participants felt belonging
when resident assistants initiated one-on-one dialogues during the first few weeks to better
know them personally. This strategy for new student engagement was a requirement for all
resident assistants as part of the institution’s residential curriculum. Residential participants did
not mention personalizing bedroom spaces (Samura, 2016a) or creating a place of safety and
comfort (Garvey et al., 2018) as much as they stressed interpersonal connections via knocking
on each other’s doors to introduce themselves and meeting roommates, suitemates, and the
resident assistants.
Additionally, a few participants cited the residence halls as an avenue for connecting to
other aspects of campus. They could see happenings on campus by looking outside their
bedroom windows. They felt belonging because living in a residence hall gave them real time
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knowledge and access to other university events. The two commuter participants indicated more
difficulty connecting with campus life. These findings support Kuh et al.’s (2006)
recommendation that first-year students live on campus to more easily engage with university
community members and partake in diverse institutional experiences as well as previous
findings that commuter students reported more challenges and mixed experiences with their
transition to college (Alford, 1998; Schuddle, 2011).
Campus Vibrancy. However, even commuter participants, who may have experienced
a harder time familiarizing themselves with campus, still commented on the vibrancy of campus
life. Overall, most participants described being on campus as belonging to part of something
larger, specifically feeling the heartbeat of campus life. Participants indicated they felt academic
motivation and interpersonal connection when they visited public spaces on campus such as the
on-campus coffee shop, library, pool, or park alongside a nearby river. Campus came alive with
a shared purpose and mission simply by walking across it while observing or joining peers who
were visibly focused on academic work or relaxing and socializing.
The previously discussed fifth theme of ‘inspirational hub’ may have been what
Jorgenson et al. (2018) referred to more broadly than sense of belonging as ‘sense of
connectedness.’ They described a unified educational experience perceived by students as not
only belonging but full integration and satisfaction with the university community through
which “connectedness is achieved when students are able to fulfill task roles and simultaneously
met their interpersonal needs” (Jorgeson et al., 2018, p. 87). Connectedness recognizes the
overlapping nature of the student academic, interpersonal, and developmental experiences.
Connectedness also encourages relationship development with any university community
member as well as the merging of academic and co-curricular experiences. Kerby (2015)
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similarly recognized the importance of the interconnectedness of the college experience from
the student perspective as creating a ‘sense of place’ as a critical factor for retention and
students’ social and intellectual development.
Reflections on the Theoretical Framework
At this juncture, I reconsider not only the findings of this evaluation in light of previous
research but also in relationship to the selected theoretical framework. Strayhorn’s (2019)
model of college students’ sense of belonging (see Figure 1) depicted belonging as constructed
at the individual, psychological level. Aligned with a constructivist evaluative paradigm, this
served as the primary lens delineating this study.
Adapting Maslow’s (1954, 1962) hierarchy of needs, Strayhorn (2012, 2019) believed
that belonging is a fundamental need for all people, a precursor to student learning and
development, and a necessary obligation for universities seeking to fulfill their missions.
Evaluated at the cognitive level based on current experiences, the extent to which students
perceive belonging impacts their emotions and behavior. Belonging is constantly being assessed
within a particular environment. It is malleable, subjective, and requires reinforcement.
Applicable to new students, sense of belonging depends on context and increases in importance
during times of transition. Strayhorn (2019) suggested further study on sense of belonging was
necessary from the student perspective to understand institutional conditions and practices that
could be leveraged to increase belonging for all students.
First, Strayhorn’s (2012, 2019) assertion that belonging should be considered a
fundamental human need and motivation has been supported by participants in this study.
Consensus from participants indicted that belonging was “critical,” “crucial,” and “a top-tier
reason” why students leave college. Therefore, findings of this evaluation join Malsow (1954,
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1962) and Baumeister and Leary (1995) in providing support for Strayhorn’s (2019) model of
college students’ sense of belonging, which affirmed the significance of positive, interpersonal
relationships as necessary for optimal human functioning.
Additionally, Strayhorn (2019) purported that sense of belonging to the institution was a
significant factor for students to retain past their first year and graduate from college. In
belonging literature, the influence of sense of belonging on retention and persistence has been
noted by many scholars (Hausmann et al, 2007; Museus et al, 2008; Nora et al 2005, Rhee
2008; Tinto, 2010, 2012). Similarly, disconnection could result in negative psychological states
including feelings of isolation, anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995)
as well as classroom behavioral problems (Osterman, 2000). Lack of belonging to a place would
likely impact a student’s decision to leave (Gansemer-Topf et al., 2014; Strayhorn, 2019).
Findings from this study support the link between belonging and retention, persistence, and
psychological health. Repeatedly, participants shared that belonging was so critical that any
student who did not experience belonging would be isolated and potentially leave the
institution. In fact, throughout the interviews, participants cheered on their peers. They sent
messages of resiliency, perseverance, and personal agency to develop belonging by any means
necessary.
Furthermore, questions for participants about their understanding of how belonging
changed across time attempted to explore belonging as a fluid and malleable construct (Garvey
et al., 2018; Samura, 2016b; Strayhorn; 2019). Although half of participants indicated they felt
more belonging their second semester, the same number of participants did not notice a change
in their sense of belonging. They indicated that they perceived belonging when they arrived on
campus, and their experience of belonging did not noticeably change over time. Although
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participants in this study were considered to be a diverse sample of the student population,
gradual increases or decreases in belonging may be better studied with larger samples where the
data can be disaggregated by independent identity variables. Strayhorn’s (2019) theoretical
framing of belonging as a malleable construct included the influence of one’s social identities
and the intersection of those identities in accounting for the fluid nature of belonging for the
individual student. Although outside the scope of this evaluation, this aspect of belonging
remains a partially unanswered question requiring further examination since significant
differences have been reported between the experiences of belonging between majority and
underrepresented college students (Dumford et al., 2019; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Johnson et
al., 2007; Museus & Maramba, 2011; Ostrove & Long, 2007; Tierney 1992; Woosley &
Shepler, 2011).
It is worthy of note that several participants squarely positioned belonging needs in the
middle of Strayhorn’s (2019) belonging model. Prior to shifting fully to academic goals, they
expressed a need to establish friendships and create a network of resources that seemed to
represent safety and security needs below the layer of love and belonging on the hierarchy. Such
reflections support Strayhorn’s (2019) theoretical model by placing belonging in the middle of
the hierarchy, above physiological and safety needs yet below esteem and self-actualization,
while simultaneously reinforcing belonging as a precursor for fulfilling their individual
academic potential.
Finally, findings from this evaluation provide evidence for more deeply considering
college students’ sense of belonging and Strayhorn’s (2019) model as an individual assessment
influenced by collective factors. Themes of common experiences, emotions, and goals were
cited as reasons for developing belonging across this sample of new college students. This
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conclusion provides a lens for viewing belonging as an individual assessment that may be
increased through common student experiences within a shared environment. Recognition of a
shared mission (Collective Quest) and shared goals (Academic Success) may sustain students
through difficulties (Shared Challenges) while increasing their individual perceptions of
belonging. Further, belonging constructed and variable at the subjective, individual level, may
be significantly supported by an attentive and accommodating campus (Community of Care)
operating as a learning-centered container (Inspirational Hub).
Implications for Practice
How can the learning from this evaluation study be applied to the daily lives of campus
community members? In the following section, I begin by proposing practical recommendations
for students. Then, I turn to recommendations for both faculty and staff members to consider.
There exists both overlap of opportunity and distinct responsibilities in faculty and staff roles.
Therefore, recommendations that may be suitable for both faculty and staff are presented first.
Following, more targeted implications are separately provided for faculty versus staff and
administrators to better address them as distinct populations.
Recommendations for Students
Seek Co-Curricular Involvements and Forge Peer Relationships. Participants
reported that their sense of belonging increased by making initial connections with peers often
by attending formal and informal gatherings and co-curricular activities. Established during the
first few weeks of the semester, these early connections led to more trustworthy friendships and
peer networks over time. Belonging within a smaller interest or activity group, whether that be
within a residence hall, on an athletic field, or in a student-led organization, precipitated
belonging to the larger institutional community.
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Students should be encouraged to scan their new environment and become involved in
ways that feel true and authentic for them. Some students may take extemporaneous,
interpersonal risks, while others may show up to participate in a scheduled event. By welcoming
each other into new spaces, every student can find their place. It’s important for students to
connect with others and activities in ways that feel safe and inclusive of their whole selves.
There is not one, but many paths to belonging. Students can begin walking their own path by
seeking peer relationships and co-curricular involvements.
Engage with Group Academic Assignments and Academic Support Resources.
Participants felt valued and appreciated when developing relationships with peers through group
academic assignments. These may be hidden gems of belonging. If recognized, students can
take full advantage of developing relationships that support academic interests while working
on a shared objective. Students should inquire about the majors, career interests, and hobbies of
their group members as spontaneous connections may occur within this collaborative format.
Additionally, participants who engaged with academic resources when encouraged by faculty
noticed improvement and received positive feedback. Students may benefit from viewing
referrals to academic resources as opportunities for motivation, skill improvement, and faculty
contact on their progress, which can increase their belonging to the institution.
Gain Strength from Collective Experiences. Students who recognize they are on a
journey together may find strength, meaning, and camaraderie among their peers. Realizing as
first-year students that they were on a collective quest for academic success, career readiness
and job placement, as well as meeting lifelong friends, increased belonging for participants.
Other students may build resiliency by reflecting on the shared purpose and aspirations within
their cohort.
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Additionally, participants understood that they shared inherent challenges in being new
students. Knowledge that other peers are nervous, unsure, and excited can lessen new student
anxiety and increase their willingness to show their personalities and take interpersonal chances.
For these participants, COVID-19 created academic and social obstacles. However, any shared
challenge, if viewed in this way, can promote connection and belonging when encountered
together. New students can remind themselves of these collective experiences for motivation
and attempt to assist one another through the challenges they face together.
Recommendations for Faculty and Staff
Enhance Faculty and Staff Development. It is undetermined from this study whether
or not faculty and staff intentionally and purposefully engaged with students and structured
learning activities in order to increase new student belonging. However, participants indicated
that the experiences they highlighted were salient because they were distinctive to certain
faculty and staff compared to the majority of their interactions. Some campuses already have
established avenues for faculty and staff development within departments, divisions, colleges,
or more broadly within centers for teaching and learning. With some effort, faculty and staff
leadership could enlist campus retention partners or incorporate faculty expertise into
departmental meetings and other educational dialogues to increase awareness for all faculty and
staff of the importance of sense of belonging to student transition and retention.
Every student-facing community member has an important role to play in cultivating
student belonging, but they may not be aware of this opportunity. With increased awareness,
faculty and staff can situate themselves as equals on this matter and support one another in their
shared contributions to a caring, student-centered campus environment. They may also
contribute to the economic viability of their campuses because increased belonging is strongly
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associated with student retention. Targeted, population-specific employee education would
assist those with similar responsibilities to share strategies and learn interventions that
complement their work with belonging as a primary focus of new student transition and
academic success.
Emphasize to Students that Belonging Matters. Participants were unanimous in the
critical importance of belonging as foundational to their successful transition to campus. While
participants could not imagine their postsecondary experience without belonging, our interviews
were the first time they explicitly had these conversations. Participants noted casual
conversations with faculty before classes, group assignments, outreach by resident assistants,
sorority connections and many other examples of straightforward interventions integral to their
development of belonging. Faculty and staff should consider the following question: When do
you explicitly address the importance of belonging and the way in which your work with new
students contributes to its development? There are numerous ways to integrate belonging into
already existing contact with students such as informal conversations, first-year course syllabi,
student engagement websites, and student leader trainings. More prominent featuring of sense
of belonging would assist students in recognizing its importance and encourage their attention
to their unique path of belonging. If faculty and staff are uncertain how to approach this topic,
they could contact retention and transition experts on their campuses.
Utilize the Power of Collective Student Experiences. Participants strongly agreed that
the shared nature of the beginning of their college journey was an experience that bonded them
together. Both positive and negative aspects of their collective quest contributed to their sense
of belonging and emboldened their agency and resiliency. In their respective educational
forums, staff and faculty can lean into the dynamism of the collective student experience, while
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underscoring that individual differences are expected and honored. Providing students an
opportunity to discuss shared experiences such as being a new student, future aspirations, and
current challenges may build bridges of understanding, honor multiple perspectives, and
connect students with one another. All of these increased belonging for participants. Sense of
belonging could be gleaned from having students reflect, write, and discuss their story of
belonging by revealing multiple dimensions of powerful, shared new student experiences.
Recommendations for Faculty
Connect through Course Assignments and Informal Dialogue. Resource-intensive
shared academic experiences such as learning communities and cohort programs are often
promoted as retention agents, but when it comes to fostering student belonging, participants
indicated that less comprehensive and more specific, personal outreach served the same goal.
Additionally, participants were genuinely excited about classroom learning that was interactive,
connective, and applicable to their future goals. They were craving opportunities for connection
with faculty and with one another.
Faculty have the opportunity to contribute to new student belonging through the design
of their course assignments as well as constructively engaging with students before, after, and
outside of class. Assignments that require new students to explore their campuses, experiment
with co-curricular activities of interest, and academic planning should be considered. In this
way, faculty can connect new students to one another and to the institution through course
assignments. Outside of coursework, faculty interactions that increased belonging for
participants often occurred outside of class time. Faculty may contribute to student belonging by
demonstrating availability and approachability during office hours, through email response, or
other forms of supportive communication with students.
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Demonstrate Care, Responsiveness, and Respect for Students. For first-year
students, everything is new and unknown territory. Where is this classroom? Who will greet me
when I arrive? How do I use this new technology? The learning curve is steep. Participants
looked to faculty in various ways. They admired them and sought their approval. They were
inspired or deflated by them. Common among these was the close attention participants paid to
how faculty interacted with them and other students. Participants felt belonging when they were
seen and responded to as whole individuals with particular life circumstances outside the
classroom that sometimes impacted their academic work. A sense that a professor was rooting
for them and invested in their academic success translated to being valued, accepted, and
respected. Having a professor in their corner, inspired them to work harder and reach their own
potential.
Faculty interested in developing belonging for new students should directly
communicate with students that their purpose is to help them learn and make academic
progress. When challenging students or providing feedback, even low grades, also encourage
them by indicating belief in their abilities and desire for them to succeed. Faculty may also
support student belonging by asking questions to better understand a student’s unique
circumstances and providing appropriate amounts of flexibility with assignments or missed
classes. Flexibility, responsiveness, and individual attention or feedback all increased
participants’ sense of belonging. Faculty can demonstrate care in small ways such as asking
about a student’s day, facilitating informal dialogue before class, or inviting a student to visit
office hours. Finally, appreciating differences during classroom discussions and when giving
personal introductions fosters belonging. This includes using pronouns for class introductions,
sharing about one’s own identities, and respecting multiple, divergent perspectives.
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Recommendations for Staff and Administrators
Become an Active Member in the Community of Care. The importance of friendly,
interested, student-centered staff could not be more highly recommended by participants in this
study. Regardless of location on campus, hospitable and caring described those staff interactions
that increased belonging for new students. Training, recognition, and incentives for staff who
meet students in this way should be prioritized. Awareness of how critical these small, brief
interpersonal interactions can be in fostering belonging is critical.
As important as warm, proactive outreach for staff is facilitating social and academic
opportunities for connection between students. For many participants, a smaller community of
trust and connection preceded belonging to the larger university community. These small group
connections occurred within residence halls, on athletic fields, and in structured peer-mentoring
programs. Staff are well-positioned to tailor academic advising and peer-mentoring programs to
increase connection and belonging in different pockets across the co-curricular experience.
Since belonging is linked to safety, support, and acceptance, race- and ethnic-specific
organizations may enable underrepresented students to first develop belonging within a smaller
group before expanding to other aspects of campus life. Residence life staff may structure
residential curriculum efforts to include social floor gatherings and one-on-one conversations
with new students. In any of these contexts, staff may increase belonging by inviting new
students to explore their ideas of home and introducing them to the people (staff and students)
who constitute their care network.
Design and Maximize an Inspirational Campus Hub. By walking on campus and
through shared public spaces, participants relayed the energy and motivation found by
spontaneously interacting with university community members or witnessing academically
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motivated students. The physical campus environment conveyed intention and commitment to
their learning and development. In this study, residence halls, coffee shops, and outdoor
gathering spaces were significant vehicles for connection and establishing belonging. Spaces
that facilitated individual and small group interactions while offering visible study areas
displayed campus vibrancy and increased belonging.
Campus administrators responsible for construction, design, and renovation should heed
the call to construct public academic and residential spaces on campus in light of the
institutional mission or strategic goals of fostering belonging and connection. Blueprints can
serve as a vehicle to meet academic and developmental goals when intentionally designed for
student engagement and campus vibrancy. Therefore, in addition to meeting financial and
operational goals, administrators who seek to support new student belonging and retention
efforts, will attend to the physical architecture and design of campus gatherings spaces as they
have the potential to nurture social connections and academic success.
Recommendations for Future Research
Overall, much of the research on students’ perceived sense of belonging has been
conducted using self-reported, large-scale surveys with belonging to the university examined as
a unidimensional variable. This study added to the literature as a qualitative evaluation of
students’ perceived sense of belonging to a particular institution. Additional qualitative and
mixed methods approaches will be needed to increase the understanding of belonging based
upon the student experience. Exploring the student experience of belonging from multiple
dimensions, such as academic, peer, co-curricular, and institutional, may better define various
dimensions of the construct. In particular, additional qualitative exploration of belonging with a
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focus on underrepresented student identities and experiences would add context to the rich
quantitative literature base on sense of belonging and underrepresented students.
Specifically, the question about how belonging may change over time had not been
considered in many studies to date. Even though it was addressed in this study, participants had
difficulty articulating or did not recall any significant changes in their sense of belonging over
time. These responses may have been due to the methodological choice of collecting data in a
singular, semi-structured interview. Future research could adjust the methodology to provide
time for reflection between multiple interviews. In addition to recalling initial experiences of
belonging, participants could be asked to journal periodically over their first semester and note
in real time how belonging developed for them, including the challenges they faced along the
way. Given the opportunity for multiple interviews or real time tracking, more light could be
shed on the question of how belonging changes over time.
This evaluation took place during a global pandemic, COVID-19. An emerging area of
research, it leaves unanswered the question of how specifically the pandemic, or another largescale collective emergency, could impact students’ perceived sense of belonging to the
institution. By and large, the impact of COVID-19 on student learning, academic success, and
peer connection is a topic ripe for additional research. Early retention data from this institution
seem to indicate that belonging may have increased during the year of the COVID-19
pandemic, but this remains unclear and worth following the retention rate and other indicators
into the fall of next year. While this study remained exploratory on the subject of the pandemic,
others may ask more direct questions about the impact of COVID-19 to better discern its impact
on student development more generally and belonging to the institution more specifically.
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Finally, one unexpected finding from this study was how often and profoundly
participants attributed their own agency and initiative to developing belonging to the institution.
Future research could explore the role of student agency in the process of developing belonging.
If belonging is further established as predominantly co-created and interactional between the
student and their new environment, there are implications for orienting and educating new
students on navigating their college transition. However, this type of exploration should be
highly attentive to the experiences of underrepresented students who already report less
belonging, operate primarily within majority-structured institutions, and may approach their role
in developing belonging just as effectively but differently than more privileged peers.
Revisiting Reflexivity
Koro-Ljungberg (2015) encouraged thinking critically about findings, but also letting
them rest with you. Conclusions drawn should be considered both tentative and context based.
As I completed the evaluation process, I asked: How was I transformed by the findings and how
would my practice be influenced? What did I question or hold as true about my practice?
(Koro-Ljungberg, 2015). My self-reflective journal (Ortlipp, 2008; Janesick, 2016) assisted in
answering these questions. Specifically, the participant interviews, framed with an appreciative
inquiry lens, revealed student optimism and courage. In my journal I wrote, “These student
conversations were the highlight of my student contact throughout six years at [the university].
They had a lot to share...and their stories were powerful” (J. Scaia, personal communication,
February 20, 2021). What held true about my practice was the importance of community in
establishing belonging. Working in student affairs, the emphasis on context and community has
always been strong. My commitment to higher education stems from trust in the value of a
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comprehensive learning environment to foster development in students. Participants echoed this
knowing:
We are on a Collective Quest seeking Academic Success while experiencing Shared
Challenges. We trust that our Community of Care will support us within an Inspirational
Hub facilitating our learning and development.
From conducting this evaluation, I also learned how affirming and valuing students for
their unique selves fostered their development of belonging. This should not have been
surprising for me, but it somehow was. In my self-reflective journal, I wrote:
Belonging means having enough supports in place, because it is subjective and
malleable….it changes with context and with interactions. Belonging means that even
when a thread of relationship or experience breaks us down, there are enough other
connections in the community to hold us together. I healed when I felt I belonged. I
healed when I was valued for who I am. (J. Scaia, personal communication, January 16,
2021)
This sentiment was not far from participants’ calls to be seen, heard, and appreciated in order to
belong.
One of my most significant takeaways was the power of the student collective quest and
shared challenges in providing them with both meaning and belonging. I did not hear these
themes clearly when conducting interviews. Rather it was through the coding and analysis
process that the collective experiences positioned themselves as primary contributors to student
belonging. Often, writers discover what they know through the process of writing (Pelias,
2018). This held true for me. The student experience was centered as both individual and
collective through the course of conducting this evaluation. In my journal, I wrote, “The process
helped me focus on my student impact. How does what I am doing everyday connect to the
welfare and wellbeing of students?” (J. Scaia, personal communication, March 19, 2021).
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It would be inauthentic not to address my personal dissertation process for a brief
moment. At several points over the months, I felt strong gratitude for colleagues who assisted
me with technology and sampling, encouraged my progress, and reminded me that as a person
working in the field, I added validity to my study. My approach was to dive in headfirst and
move quickly, but meticulously. I likened this to being in a whirlwind and tunnel at the same
time. The findings and recommendations clarified just in time for me to write them, but not
before. Dissertation work was a step-by-step process, and I could not see too far ahead at any
one moment in time. Amidst some anxiety and exhaustion, writing daily and for many hours on
the weekends, resulted in progress and new understanding. At times generous, the dissertation
process bears gifts. It required me to find my own voice while representing the voices of others.
It better acquainted me with my capacity to support student transition, foster individual student
belonging, and configure the environment holding the student experience to support their
belonging.
My understanding from this evaluation experience will likely continue to unfold. I look
forward to this, since additional meaning-making creates action. In one of my first classes, I
read about the characteristics of successful doctoral students. They included traits of discipline,
persistence, diligence, creativity, and a desire to communicate findings. I jotted these down and
returned to them periodically throughout my doctoral journey when I needed inspiration. This
dissertation embodies the most comprehensive representation of my findings and
recommendations about new college student belonging. Because of the specific context of this
program evaluation, I will seek out other avenues in my evaluation setting to share with
colleagues who have interest and onus in the student transition experience.

143

Chapter Five Summary
This final chapter presented a summary of the findings from my evaluation study and
connected the similarities and distinctions of them with recent literature on college students’
perceived sense of belonging. I also reflected on the employed theoretical framework in light of
the findings. In response to a call for listening to the student perspective and considering
institutional conditions contributing the development of belonging for new students, I have
proposed strategies for students interested in increasing their own sense of belonging to a novel
and unfamiliar university setting. Faculty, staff and other administrators in their respective roles
have also been provided with interpersonal, positional, and environmental recommendations for
facilitating the development of students’ perceived sense of belonging on their campuses.
Finally, I shared recommendations for future research as well as my own learning as the
evaluator for this study.
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Institutional Review Board Application
Title of Proposal:
Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a New University
Principal Investigator:
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Department:
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Indicate level of review (expedited or full, or exempt. If exempt, will need to indicate why)
1. Study Description: Clearly and completely describe your study, using language easily
understood by someone who is not familiar with your research. State the purpose for
conducting the study, including hypotheses, and describe its design
The purpose of this study is to evaluate how undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to
retain into their second year, describe their development of a perceived sense of belonging
during their first year of college to a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United States.
Foundational to this study, the institution seeks to improve its retention rate. Students’
perceived sense of belonging has been identified as an important variable related to student
retention and persistence (Bean & Eaton, 2000; Strayhorn 2012; Strayhorn 2019; Tinto, 2017).
Sense of belonging is defined as “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or
sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted,
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respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on campus such as
faculty, staff and peers” (Strayhorn, 2019, p. 4).
This study is conducted within the parameters of an applied dissertation for a doctoral degree in
education. Therefore, it takes place within my practical setting for the purposes of generating
knowledge that will both add depth to the literature on students’ perceived sense of belonging,
complementing existing quantitative research, and also benefiting the institution under study
with recommendations for application within this practical setting.
A goal-free evaluation applies well to this exploration, and it is methodologically neutral
(Scriven, 1991). This type of program evaluation can be adapted for use with other evaluative
approaches and either quantitative or qualitative data collection methodologies and methods
(Youker & Ingraham, 2014). The data collection method for this study will be qualitative semistructured interviews designed from the evaluation questions listed below. Each participant will
complete one interview, up to 60 minutes, during the spring semester of their first year at the
university. Individual interviews provide rich description to bring to life the complexity inherent
to the topic of belonging from a student perspective.
The study aims to answer the following key evaluation question by addressing a subset of four
related questions:
How did first-year undergraduate students, predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year, develop a sense of belonging at a private, residential, mid-sized, Southeastern
university?
1. What were participants’ most notable experiences of belonging during their first
year of college?
2. How did participants’ perceived sense of belonging change over time throughout
their first year of college?
3. How did others, including peers, faculty, and staff, feature in their accounts of
developing a sense of belonging?
4. How did environmental factors, such as the university setting and residential
environment, feature in their accounts of developing a sense of belonging?
Bean, J., P. & Eaton, S. (2000). A psychological model of college student retention. In J.
Braxton (Ed.), Reworking the student departure puzzle: New theory and research on
college student retention (pp. 48-62). Vanderbilt University Press.
Scriven, M. (1991). Prose and cons about goal-free evaluation. American Journal of Evaluation,
12(1), 55-76. https://doi.org/10.1177/109821409101200108
Strayhorn, T. L. (2012). College students’ sense of belonging: A key to educational success for
all students. Routledge.
Strayhorn, T. L. (2019). College students’ sense of belonging: A key to educational success for
all students (2nd ed.). Routledge.
Tinto, V. (2017). Through the eyes of students. Journal of College Student Retention: Research,
Theory & Practice, 19(3), 254-269. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025115621917
Youker, B. W., & Ingraham, A. (2014). Goal-free evaluation: An orientation for foundations'
evaluation. The Foundation Review, 5(4), 51-61. https://doi.org/10.9707/19445660.1182
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2. Research Participants: Describe the participants you plan to recruit and the selection
criteria. Indicate age of participants, the approximate number to be recruited, and any
special inclusion or exclusion criteria
Utilizing horizontal, purposive sampling (Geddes et al., 2018), participants will be recruited
from an identified group of first-year students “with particular characteristics…to assist with the
relevant research” (Etikan et al., 2016, p. 1). Horizontal, purposive sampling allows me to reach
first-year students utilizing a wide network of colleagues at the institution who teach first-year
seminar courses. This pre-established network connects me to multiple points of entry where
participants can be found in the sample population (Geddes et al., 2018). First-year seminar
instructors and peer mentors are well-suited to make these recommendations because they will
have interacted with students across their first semester discussing their transition to college,
navigating a new environment, as well as connecting them with resources to assist their
transition.
Selected first-year seminar instructors and peer mentors will be asked to identify any student in
their seminar who they believe could reasonably articulate their personal story of developing
belonging to the university community. The primary evaluator will gather these
recommendations and then select a subset of potential participants of interest to the institution
and relevant to this study because they were predicted as less likely to retain into their second
year by the institutional predictive analytics model. Eligible participants will be considered
first-time in college students (FTIC) for institutional reporting purposes. By cross-referencing
the recommendations with the predictive analytics database, students predicted as less likely to
retain into their second year will be identified and invited to participate in the study. Written
permission will be requested and received from the Provost and Vice President for Academic
Affairs prior to utilizing the predictive analytics database (Navigate) to determine the sample
population.
Participants, ages 18 and above, will be recruited by email invitation to their university email
account and told that they have been recommended for the study by their first-year seminar
instructor and peer mentor, who indicated they would be well-suited to share their story of
developing belonging to the new university community. To avoid overcollection of data (KoroLjungberg, 2015), no more than 15 individual interviews will be conducted.
Etikan, I., Musa, S. A., & Alkassim, R. S. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling and
purposive sampling. American Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5(1), 1-4.
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11
Geddes, A., Parker, C., & Scott, S. (2018). When the snowball fails to roll and the use of
‘horizontal’ networking in qualitative social research. International Journal of Social
Research Methodology, 21(3), 347–358.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2017.1406219
Koro-Ljungberg, M. (2015). Reconceptualizing qualitative research: Methodologies without
methodology. Sage.
3. List any expenses or remuneration paid to or in behalf of subjects, if any.
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Participants will be compensated with a Starbucks gift card valued at $10 if they complete the
interview. If a participant withdraws from the study for any reason before completion of the
interview, they will not be compensated.
4. Method of Data Collection: Describe all procedures participants will do, indicating the
time necessary to complete them, the frequency of administration, and the setting in
which they will be administered.
The methodology is framed by an evaluative design utilizing semi-structured qualitative
interviews for data collection. A semi-structured interview guide and follow-up questions will
be used during the interview. Data collection will begin during the spring semester of the
participants’ first year of college (as early as February 2021) and may continue through the
beginning of participants’ second year of college (September 2021). Participants will receive
reminder emails to their university email accounts confirming the logistical details of the
interview. Participants will be asked to confirm receipt of these details and their intended
involvement in the study.
The primary evaluator will conduct one semi-structured individual interview with each
participant (no more than 15 participants). Interviews will take place in one of two formats
depending on participant preference. If participants are taking courses on campus, face-to-face,
then in-person interviews may be held in a comfortable location on the university’s campus with
attention given to the privacy of participants and limiting interruptions. However, if participants
are taking courses remotely or if participants are more comfortable given the need to wear
personally protective equipment such as masks, interviews may also be conducted via Zoom
videoconferencing software. Interviews are expected to last approximately 45 minutes and no
longer than 60 minutes. For the benefit of the participant, interviews will be scheduled for 60minute blocks to ensure ample time is provided.
Informed consent (attached) will be received prior to starting the recording of each interview.
Any participant uncomfortable with completing the informed consent waiver or recording the
interview will have the opportunity to withdraw from the study. In-person interviews will be
captured by two password protected iPhone audio recording devices. Two audio recording
devices should protect against any technical issues. Virtual interviews will be captured with the
recording feature of Zoom videoconferencing.
Participants will have the opportunity to review the preliminary data analysis and provide
clarification and/or feedback. This review and response are optional and not required as a
participant in the study.
5. Risk Level: Describe any physical, psychological, social risks, if any, and precautions
taken to minimize risks. Exempt studies have at most minimal risks (i.e., those
encountered in daily life)
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This evaluation study is considered to be minimal risk. All participants will be adults of legal
age and able to give informed consent; no participants from at-risk populations will be used.
There is no known potential for physical or social harm in this study.
To minimize any perceived discomfort of being interviewed, participants will be reassured there
are no right or wrong answers. They will be given ample time to review and complete the
informed consent statement. They will be informed prior to the beginning of the interview that
they can decide to stop the interview at any time. During the interview, if the participant appears
uncomfortable, they will be asked if they would like to stop. The interview can be continued at
a later time or the participants may withdraw their participation in the study. In the unlikely
event that a student experiences an emotional response, they will be referred to the University of
Tampa’s Health and Wellness Center for counseling resources.
6. Confidentiality: Describe the measures you will take to protect the confidentiality of the
information obtained. Also indicate if the data will be recorded anonymously. Note that
confidentiality (how the data may or may not be shared) is not the same as anonymity
(data cannot be traced back to any individual participant).
Measures will be taken to ensure data confidentiality. Only the primary evaluator will maintain
access to the data files. Audio recordings and transcriptions will be identified with a pseudonym
and will not include any personally identifiable information. Participants will have the option to
select a pseudonym or have one assigned to them by the evaluator. No personally identifiable
information will be included in the audio recording when submitting files for third-party
transcription. Additionally, a confidentiality agreement with any third-party transcription
service will be in place.
Zoom videoconferencing files will be hosted in the password protected cloud service provided
by the site institution. Downloaded audio files from both recording options and subsequent
transcriptions of these files will be stored on the primary evaluator’s password protected
computer in NVIVO, a Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis (CAQDAS) software with
search capabilities. Upon completing the transcription and analysis process, all audio and video
files will be deleted from their respective hosting applications. Transcriptions will be deleted
from NVIVO no later than five years after data collection.
The signed consent forms identifying the participant by name will be locked in a filing cabinet
or electronically stored separately from the data files. After conducting the interview, no followup data is required. Participants will have the optional opportunity to review the preliminary
data analysis and provide clarification and/or feedback. After this optional review, no further
attempts will be made to contact participants.
These data will not be used or distributed for future research studies even if identifiers are
removed.
7. Benefits: Describe any benefits to the research participants directly or benefits to
society.
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Participants of qualitative research may benefit from enhanced self-understanding and selfexpression (Opsal et al., 2016). In this case, students may develop an increased understanding of
their perceived sense of belonging to the institution when they provide voice to their particular
transition experience. Further, their isolation may be reduced in naming their experiences as
important and valued even though the creation of new connections in a new environment may
have been challenging. Lastly, participants may benefit from a sense of assisting others in their
community (Opsal et al., 2016).
In this study, participants will be contributing to their institutions’ understanding of belonging
by sharing their unique journey, which will lead to recommendations to foster student belonging
to the institution. A nuanced representation of student belonging may emerge from hearing
student stories of belonging; including how, why, and when these connections occur. This study
seeks to generate knowledge that will both add depth to the literature on students’ perceived
sense of belonging, complementing existing research, and also benefit the institution under
study with recommendations to foster student belonging to the institution and ease transitional
hurdles in the future.
Opsal, T., Wolgemuth, J., Cross, J., Kaanta, T., Dickmann, E., Colomer, S., & Erdil-Moody, Z.
(2016). 'There are no known benefits’: Considering the risk/benefit ratio of qualitative
research. Qualitative Health Research, 26(8), 1137–1150.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315580109
8. Informed Consent. The informed consent has several required components. An example
file can be found at http://bit.ly/UTIRBConsent. Your completed informed consent will be
uploaded as a separate document.
Separate Document
9. Debriefing. After the study the experimenter debriefs the participant either orally or in
writing. The debriefing contains: a) A statement thanking the subject for participating; b)
A statement of the purpose of the study – the hypothesis/research questions being
investigated and results expected; c) Information about when and where results will be
available; d) Information about whom to contact should there be further questions or
should the person experience undesirable consequences from participating. This should
include the principal investigator and the IRB chair and may include hotlines, counseling
centers and other support contacts. The file referenced in 8 has an example.
Debriefing Statement
Thank you for participating in this study. The purpose of this study is to evaluate how
undergraduate students describe their development of a perceived sense of belonging during
their first year of college. Your participation will assist with answering the question: How do
new students develop and experience belonging on this particular campus? This study seeks to
generate knowledge that will both add depth to the literature on students’ perceived sense of
belonging, complementing existing research, and also benefit the institution under study with
recommendations to foster student belonging to the institution and ease transitional hurdles in
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the future. You will have the opportunity to review and provide feedback on the preliminary
analysis of the results. This review is optional. The final results will be published as an
electronic dissertation in the University of South Florida’s institutional repository and submitted
to ProQuest. Results may also be submitted to a peer-reviewed journal or presented at a
professional conference.
If you would like further information about this study or have questions or concerns, please
contact me by email: Jennifer Scaia, jscaia@usf.edu. Additionally, if you are experiencing any
distress as a result of participating in this study, counseling services are available at the Dickey
Health and Wellness Center (813-253-6250) or counselingservices@ut.edu.
You may also contact the university IRB Chair, Dr. Stephen Blessing, at 813-257-3461 or by
email, sblessing@ut.edu.
10. Supporting files. Any supporting files needed by your proposal (e.g., questionnaires or
other materials used in the experiment) will be uploaded.
Plan to upload semi-structured interview guide.
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Appendix B
Informed Consent to Participate in Study Involving Minimal Risk
Project Title: Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a New University
Principal Investigator: Jennifer Scaia, MA, CFS
Doctoral Candidate, University of South Florida
jscaia@usf.edu
Associate Dean of Student Conduct, Orientation, and Residence Life
University of Tampa
jscaia@ut.edu
Vaughn Center 213; 813-257-3415
Purpose of Project: The purpose of this study is to evaluate how undergraduate students
describe their development of a perceived sense of belonging during their first year of college to
a mid-sized university in the Southeastern United States.
Procedures: All study procedures will take place on The University of Tampa’s campus or
conducted virtually with The University of Tampa’s password protected videoconferencing
application. If you partake in this study, you will be asked to:
•
•
•
•
•

Participate in a single interview, lasting up to 60-minutes, in person at a mutually agreed
upon location at the University of Tampa or virtually via Zoom videoconferencing.
Answer open-ended questions regarding your perceptions, experiences, and opinions of
developing belonging to the institution. There are no right or wrong answers.
Consent to the interview being audio or video recorded. As a participant, you are given
the option to agree to being recorded. If you are not comfortable with being recorded,
you have the option to withdraw from the study.
Choose a pseudonym, which will be assigned to all digital files. If you do not select one,
one will be assigned for you.
Review the preliminary analysis of your data and provide clarification and/or feedback.
This review and response are optional and not required as a participant in the study.

When submitting audio files for third party transcription, no personally identifiable information
will be included. Upon completing the transcription and analysis process, all audio and video
files will be deleted from their respective hosting applications.
Risks/Benefits: This evaluation study is considered to be minimal risk. There is no known
potential for physical or social harm in this study. You may benefit from participating in this
study by enhancing your self-understanding and self-expression of your development of
connection and belonging to the university community.
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Compensation: You will be compensated with a Starbucks gift card valued at $10 if you
complete the required study procedures. If you complete a virtual interview, the gift card will be
emailed to your ut.edu email account. If you withdraw for any reason from the study before
completion, you will not be compensated.
Confidentiality: Data collected for this study will be confidential. Only the primary investigator
will maintain access to the data files. These files will be identified with your pseudonym and
will not include any personally identifiable information. Signed consent forms identifying you
as a participant will be locked in a filing cabinet or electronically stored separately from the data
files. No follow-up data is required. You will have the optional opportunity to review the
preliminary analysis of your data and provide clarification and/or feedback. After this optional
review, no further attempts will be made to contact you once the study has ended.
These data will not be used or distributed for future research studies even if identifiers are
removed.
CONDITIONS OF PARTICIPATION
Participating in this study is voluntary. You are free to participate or withdraw from
participation at any time during the study. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits to which
you are entitled if you stop taking part in this study.
The principal investigator may terminate your participation or the project entirely without your
consent. In the event of questions or difficulties of any kind during or following participation,
you may contact the principal investigator as indicated above.
CONSENT
I have read the above information and my questions and concerns, if any, have been responded
to satisfactorily by project staff. I believe I understand the purpose, benefits, and risks, if any, of
the study, and give my informed and free consent to be a participant.
_____________________________________
SIGNATURE

________________________
DATE

THIS RESEARCH PROJECT HAS BEEN APPROVED BY THE INSTITUTIONAL
REVIEW BOARD FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS OF THE
UNIVERSITY OF TAMPA (Phone: 813-253-3333)
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Debriefing Statement
Thank you for participating in this study. The purpose of this study is to evaluate how
undergraduate students describe their development of a perceived sense of belonging during
their first year of college. Your participation will assist with answering the question: How do
new students develop and experience belonging on this particular campus? This study seeks to
generate knowledge that will both add depth to the literature on students’ perceived sense of
belonging, complementing existing research, and also benefit the institution under study with
recommendations to foster student belonging to the institution and ease transitional hurdles in
the future. You will have the opportunity to review and provide feedback on the preliminary
analysis of the results. This review is optional. The final results will be published as an
electronic dissertation in the University of South Florida’s institutional repository and submitted
to ProQuest. Results may also be submitted to a peer-reviewed journal or presented at a
professional conference.
If you would like further information about this study or have questions or concerns, please
contact me: Jennifer Scaia by email, jscaia@usf.edu. Additionally, if you are experiencing any
distress as a result of participating in this study, counseling services are available at the Dickey
Health and Wellness Center (813-253-6250) or counselingservices@ut.edu.
You may also contact the university IRB Chair, Dr. Stephen Blessing, at 813-257-3461 or by
email, sblessing@ut.edu.
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Appendix C
Institutional Review Board Approval
From: Institutional Review Board
To: Jennifer Scaia
Subject: RE: [Research Compliance] 21-005: Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About
Belonging to a New University
Jennifer Scaia:
Your proposal, 21-005: Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a New
University, has been approved by the IRB via expedited review as described in 45 CFR 46.110
of the Department of Health and Human Services Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects.
Per section 45 CFR 46.109, this research is free from continuing review, though if the research
has not concluded at the end of year from this date, the researcher must submit a statement
indicating such to the IRB.
If the protocol is modified from this submission, please notify the IRB as soon as possible for
re-approval. We have a form available with which to update your proposal.
Sincerely,
Dr. Stephen Blessing
IRB Committee Chair
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Appendix D
Approval for Site Institutional Access to Predictive Analytics Data
From: PROVOST <PROVOST@ut.edu>
Sent: Thursday, January 21, 2021 3:24 PM
To: Scaia, Jennifer <jscaia@usf.edu>
Subject: RE: Request for study participant data access in Navigate
Jenn,
I am more than happy to approve your request and have let Paula Pack know that she should
expect a contact from you. I wish you all the best as you pursue this research on an important
subject.
Best regards,
David
David S. Stern, Ph.D.
Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs
From: Scaia, Jennifer <jscaia@usf.edu>
Sent: Thursday, January 21, 2021 3:00 PM
To: PROVOST <PROVOST@ut.edu>
Subject: Request for study participant data access in Navigate
Dear Dr. Stern,
I am writing to request your approval to access Navigate predictive analytics data as part of a
study that I am conducting for my doctoral dissertation at the University of South Florida. The
qualitative study I am undertaking, Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a
New University, seeks to understand student perceptions of developing belonging to the
University and how the UT environment and community members (peers, faculty, and staff)
feature in their accounts. This study has been approved by the UT Institutional Review Board
(see attached).
Although the main focus of this study is to better understand and explore students’ perceived
sense of belonging and how the UT environment contributes to its development, I would like to
connect to our University retention efforts by selecting a sample of students who have been
identified by our predictive analytics model as less likely to retain into their second year.
Specifically, first-year seminars instructors and peer mentors will be asked to identify any
student in their seminar who they believe could reasonably articulate their personal story of
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developing belonging to the university community. I am proposing to gather these
recommendations and then select a subset of potential participants who were also predicted as
less likely to retain into their second year by the institutional predictive analytics model.
Eligible student participants would be considered first-time in college students (FTIC) for
institutional reporting purposes. By cross-referencing the recommendations with the predictive
analytics database, students within the moderate risk group for lower probability of retention in
their second year will be identified and invited to participate in the study. Inclusion in the
moderate risk group as a condition of eligibility for the study will not be communicated to
invited participants or first-year seminar instructors and peer mentors because it could be
harmful to the participant and/or it could alter recommendations or perceptions of the
participants.
Therefore, I am requesting your permission to utilize Navigate for the purpose of identifying the
sample population for this study. I would be happy to work directly with Paula Pack if this
request is granted.
Thank you in advance for your consideration, and please contact me with any questions.
Sincerely,
Jennifer Scaia

173

Appendix E
Approval for Site Institutional Access to Participant Demographic Data
From: Drew Kelly <DREW.KELLY@ut.edu>
Sent: Thursday, January 21, 2021 2:42 PM
To: Scaia, Jennifer <jscaia@usf.edu>
Subject: RE: Request for study participant data access in Workday
Good afternoon, Jenn.
Thank you for the copy of you IRB approval. Everything checks out, so I grant you access to
the data you are seeking from Workday.
Best of luck on your dissertation!
Drew Kelly
Director of Institutional Research
Office of Institutional Research
From: Scaia, Jennifer <jscaia@usf.edu>
Sent: Wednesday, January 20, 2021 4:53 PM
To: Drew Kelly <DREW.KELLY@ut.edu>
Subject: Request for study participant data access in Workday
Dear Drew,
I am conducting a qualitative study for my doctoral dissertation at the University of South
Florida. The evaluation study I am undertaking, Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About
Belonging to a New University, seeks to understand student perceptions of developing
belonging to the University and how the UT environment and community members (peers,
faculty, and staff) feature in their accounts. This study has been approved by UT's [the]
Institutional Review Board (see attached).
I am writing to request approval to access the cloud-based institutional repository (Workday)
for self-disclosed participant demographic information, including age, gender, race/ethnicity,
current residential status (on- or off-campus) and contact information for the purpose of this
study.
Thank you in advance for your consideration, and please contact me with any questions.
Sincerely,
Jenn
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Appendix F
Faculty Outreach for Sample Identification
From: Jennifer Scaia <JSCAIA@ut.edu>
Date: Wednesday, January 20, 2021 at 3:58 PM
To: Jennifer Polizzi <jpolizzi@ut.edu>, Megan Lopez <mlopez@ut.edu>
Cc: Edesa Scarborough <ESCARBOROUGH@UT.EDU>
Subject: Re: Dissertation Help
Hello Jenna and Megan,
I’m following up on Edesa’s recent email regarding data collection for my dissertation, and I
thank you in advance for assisting with this project.
This qualitative study, Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a New
University, seeks to understand student perceptions of developing belonging to the University of
Tampa and how the UT environment and community members (peers, faculty, and staff) feature
in their journey. This study has been approved by the UT Institutional Review Board.
I am asking for your assistance to identify any student in your 101 courses who you believe
could reasonably articulate their personal story of developing belonging to the university
community. Once these students are recommended by you and/or your peer mentors, I will
confirm additional eligibility criteria, such as age (18 and over), and invite them to participate in
the study. Their invitation to participate will note that you have recommended them along with
the details of the study and informed consent form.
I am hoping to schedule a brief Zoom meeting to discuss details of making these
recommendations. If you are willing to assist, please let me know the best way I could arrange
for us to meet. I’m happy to look on Outlook if your calendars are available, or you can let me
know a few open day/time options that work for both of you.
Thank you again for your assistance. I hope the findings of the study will inform our practice to
help students develop as sense of belonging to the university.
Sincerely,
Jenn
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Appendix G
Invitation to Participate in Study
From: Jennifer Scaia (jscaia@usf.edu)
To: Eligible Participants
Email Subject: ‘Belonging to UT’- Your Invitation to Participate
Dear [Student Name],
You were recommended by your first-year seminar instructor, [Instructor Name] to participate
in a study I am conducting as a doctoral candidate at the University of South Florida. [Instructor
Name] identified you as a student who could articulate your personal story of developing
belonging to the University of Tampa, and I am writing to request your participation.
This qualitative study, Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging to a New
University, seeks to understand student perceptions of developing belonging to the University of
Tampa and how the UT environment and community members (peers, faculty, and staff) feature
in your journey. This study has been approved by the UT Institutional Review Board.
By participating in this study, you may enhance your self-understanding of developing
connection and belonging to the university. Additionally, you may shape future practices to help
new UT students transition to college and establish their membership to the community.
To participate in this study, you will complete one virtual or in-person interview, which may
last up to 60 minutes. The interview will address your student transition experience, including
what it was like for you to be a new student and your unique path to becoming part of the UT
community. Please know that participation is entirely voluntary and confidential. Before
participating in the interview, you will be asked to provide informed consent. All of your
responses will remain confidential. However, the results of the study could be shared at a
professional conference, meeting, and/or through a scholarly journal submission.
If you would like to participate, please read the attached informed consent document and
respond directly to this email to communicate your interest is being a part of this study. I
will follow up with you to set up an interview time and format at your convenience. Upon
completion of the interview, you will be compensated with a $10 Starbucks gift card.
Thank you in advance for your consideration, and please contact me with any questions by
phone or email.
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Appendix H
Interview Guide for Individual Interview:
Exploring Your Sense of Belonging
In this conversation, we will speak about your perceptions and experiences of adjusting to a new
university, and more specifically, the extent to which you feel a sense of belonging to this
university. Belonging has been shown to be one of the most important factors for student
transition, retention, and graduation. You will have the opportunity to add your perspective to
this important and ongoing dialogue.
This interview is being conducted as part of a doctoral dissertation on student belonging to an
institutional setting. Your responses will remain confidential, and your name will not be connected
with them. This interview will be recorded for transcribing purposes. May I have your permission to
record this interview? [Evaluator proceeds with interview only if permission to record is granted.]
To set the context for our interview, I have prepared questions to guide this conversation, but
it’s important to know that we may go off-script. I may follow up on your initial answers with
questions specific to your experience and ask you to add more detail. Please take this
opportunity to tell me what you think I need to know. As an active participant, you can shape
this conversation. Also, please take your time and do not feel rushed to answer immediately.
You can pause and consider your experiences before answering. Finally, if any of these
questions are difficult for you to answer, you can also ask to skip a question or simply tell me
you cannot recall having this experience.
Participants in qualitative interviews often report enjoying the conversation. You will have the
opportunity to tell your story, and it may provide you with an opportunity to reflect, remember,
and reinterpret your experience. Being a part of this study may change the way you think about
developing belonging to a community.
• Think back to when you arrived on campus: Tell me about a time during those first few
weeks when you felt particularly accepted or respected? What made you feel accepted or
respected?
• Tell me about an interaction with other students when you felt cared about, accepted, or
valued?
• Tell me about a time when an aspect of your residential experience has increased your
sense of acceptance or belonging? What made you feel belonging?
• Describe an interaction with one of your professors that made you feel cared about,
accepted, or valued?
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•

Describe a time when your classes or academic involvements impacted your sense of
acceptance or connection here? What made you feel connected?

• Describe an interaction with a staff member that made you feel cared about, accepted, or
valued?
• Describe a time when your co-curricular involvements impacted your sense of acceptance
or connection here? What made you feel connected?
• Where are the places that you go on campus to feel connected and appreciated?
• Describe what it feels like when you belong to a group of people?
• Describe what it feels like when you belong to a place like [institutional name]?
• How important do you think it is to feel a sense of belonging to the university community?
• Compared to the first few weeks of the fall semester, how has your sense of feeling
accepted or cared about by [institution name] changed? What are the circumstances
impacting this change?
• What do faculty and staff need to know about creating an inclusive community so that
everyone feels they have a place?
• What do other students need to know about creating an inclusive community so that
everyone feels they have a place?
• At this time, what do you value most about being a part of the [institutional name]
community? How does this differ from when you first arrived on campus?
• Please share anything else on your mind about the topic of ‘belonging’ in this
community.
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Appendix I
Deductive Codebook
This deductive codebook includes the code name, description, and a participant example
for 10 deductive codes. The total number of participants (out of 10) who referenced the code at
least once during their interview is followed by the cumulative number of references to each
code throughout all 10 interviews.
Code Name

Description

Example

Number of Number of
Participants References

Academic
Academic preparation,
“I really just love being 6
Achievement success or recognition
here and being able to
demonstrating academic excel academically”
competency

20

Academic
Experience

Credit-bearing
“When I’m in the
9
experiences that generate classroom, I’m excited
excitement or interest in to learn and to be here”
content and/or create
belonging

35

Care

Personal interest,
concern or kindness
demonstrated by any
university community
member

“Being nice really does 9
make a difference
…asking how you
are… it really makes a
difference”

39

Co-Curricular Belonging increased by
co-curricular
involvement

“Joining my sorority
9
was a huge thing…they
made me feel like I was
part of their family”

36

Diversity

“We were talking about 5
how we vote, and it
made me realize we
don’t have to see eyeto-eye. It can strengthen
a relationship”

13

Belonging increased by
experience with
difference (others,
views, or involvements)
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Example

Number of Number of
Participants References

Code Name

Description

Faculty
Connection

Belonging increased by “In my first-year
10
interaction with a faculty seminar class, the
member
professor was telling us
how she’s Hispanic
…my goodness, I’m
Cuban too…and it was
a connection right
away”

Family
Support

Contacting family for
reassurance or advice
when facing difficulty or
making decisions

“After midterms, I
2
didn’t get a good
grade…I remember
calling my mom… and
she said, ‘there’s bound
to be a class or two
where you could have
done better”

3

Peer
Connection

Belonging increased by
interaction with a peer

“Being around a group
of friends, I can really
show who I am and
what I’m about”

85

Residential
Experience

Belonging increased by
residential environment
including facility,
amenities, events or
interpersonal interactions
within the residence hall

“The first day, my
8
roommates, all three of
them, helped me set up
my room… [I felt] like
I had friends already”

38

Staff
Connection

Belonging increased by
interaction with a staff
member

“I met a staff member,
a cashier, she always
knows my [food]
order…we had a
connection”

22
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Appendix J
Inductive Codebook
This inductive codebook includes the code name, description, and a participant example
for 25 inductive codes. The total number of participants (out of 10) who referenced the code at
least once during their interview is followed by the cumulative number of references to each
code throughout all 10 interviews. Emotion codes are explicitly labeled and appear at the
bottom of the codebook.
Number of Number of
Participants References

Code Name

Description

Example

Academic
Support

Supplemental group or
individual academic
resources, activities or
experiences that foster
belonging

“My writing teacher
was very good and
pulling me aside to
help me get started
and find a theme”

Additional
Support

Trustworthy resource
available to help now
or in future

“Now I know who I 10
can reach out to and I
always have someone
to connect with”

39

“I feel like this is
where I’m supposed
to be. I look around
and it’s so pretty
here”

7

Aesthetic Appeal Belonging increased
based upon the natural
environment,
architecture or urban
location

9

5

Agency

Taking personal action “The first night, we 10
to create connection
went knocking on
everyone’s
doors…and everyone
was so nice”

Campus Pulse

Belonging increased
by being in the heart of
campus and
surrounded by campus
activity

“Living on campus, 7
you’re right here with
everything, you can
see what’s going on”
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36

38

12

Number of Number of
Participants References

Code Name

Description

Example

Continuity of
Experiences

Belonging increased
by becoming involved
in university activities
or studies that mirror
high school or past
interests

“I joined [club]
which I did in high
school and it kind of
connects me…I had
that at home, now I
have it here”

4

6

COVID-19
Challenges

Difficulties in the
university environment
resulting from the
pandemic

“it’s very hard to
participate [in class]
when you’re on
Zoom”

9

29

Dining Staff

Belonging increased
by interaction(s) with
dining staff

“The cashier, she
always knows my
order, because we
had a connection”

7

12

Facilities Staff

Belonging increased
by interaction(s) with
facilities staff

“When I’m in the
2
studios [the facilities
staff] makes sure I’m
okay or [asks] if I
need anything”

3

Fitness Center
Staff

Belonging increased
by interaction(s) with
fitness center staff.

“They are extremely
nice and help you”

2

2

Individualization Belonging increased
by customized support
or flexibility to meet
unique needs

“When my
[professor] worked
with me
individually…that’s
when I felt like I
belonged”

9

20

Library Staff

Belonging increased
by interaction(s) with
library staff

“They used to greet 1
me and say, how you
doing? They knew I
was coming to the
library to study”

1

Meaning

Powerful insight or
reflection on the
importance of
establishing belonging

“In the fall, I was like 9
a sapling, like a small
tree and now I’m like
the great oaks”

14

Off-Campus
Connection

Belonging increased
by positive perception
or experiences in the

“Downtown, you can 6
see the city, and
every time I come to

13
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Code Name

Description

Example

city or local
community

campus, it’s like I
gotta go downtown. I
gotta take care of
business”

On-Campus Spot Locations frequented
on-campus that
increase belonging

Number of Number of
Participants References

“The [coffee shop on 10
campus] you always
see people you
know…it’s like a
connecting area”

25

Resident
Assistant Staff

Belonging increased
“When I got here my 5
by interaction with RA RA was so sweet and
nice, and he helped
me out so it was
easier for me”

7

Seeking More
Connection

Desire to become more “I’m still learning
7
involved within
how to feel welcome
university community here…every day I’m
learning how to feel
more welcomed here
on campus”

9

Shared
Experience

Belonging created by
sharing the common
experience of being a
new student

“You don’t need to
6
be nervous, everyone
else is new here”

12

Shared Purpose

Belonging created by
sharing a common goal
(e.g. academic
achievement,
graduation, social
connections)

“I feel part of the
9
school and connected
to other students
because we’re all
here for the same
reason….to study, to
get a degree, and to
have some fun”

33

Spontaneous
Connections

Unexpected
interpersonal
interactions that
increase belonging

“It’s not
intentional… you
bump into people all
the time, so I’ve met
a lot of people”

8

23

Unconditional
Acceptance

Belonging resulting
from feeling valued by
others for one’s unique
self-expression

“I have my opinion
and there’s other
people who agree,
support, and respect

9

27
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Code Name

Description

Example

Number of Number of
Participants References

my opinion even if
they don’t agree”
Excitement
(Emotion)

Enthusiasm for being
in the university
environment or
interacting with
university community
members

“I’m really excited to 8
be here, to be
welcomed with a
smile…I love [my
suitemates]”

24

Nervous
(Emotion)

Awkwardness or
discomfort interacting
with a new
environment and new
people

“I was really nervous 6
because I’m a firstgeneration
student…so all of
this is really new for
me”

17

Resiliency
(Emotion)

Commitment to the
“After you’ve had
7
university when facing some struggle in
adversity
class or with a friend
dynamic, that’s when
you discover who
your friends are…and
you have to make the
best of any situation”

19

Uncertainty
(Emotion)

Insecurity or
overwhelm in one’s
ability to manage
challenging
circumstances

“Sometimes I can get 2
insecure and be like,
am I doing this
right?”
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Appendix K
Invitation to Participate in Member Check
From: Jennifer Scaia (jscaia@usf.edu)
To: Participants
Email Subject: ‘Belonging to UT’- Optional Review of Preliminary Findings
Hello [Participant Name],
Thank you once again for participating my qualitative study, Do I Belong? What Students Teach
Us About Belonging to a New University. I truly enjoyed our conversation! It helped me better
understand your perceptions of developing belonging to The University of Tampa and how the
UT environment and community members featured in your journey.
At the end of our interview, I mentioned that I would invite you to participate in a ‘member
check’ later in the spring. At this time, I have completed my initial analysis of the data from all
participants. Over the next week, you have the opportunity to review and provide feedback on
the preliminary analysis of the results.
The attached document of preliminary findings is organized by four evaluations questions that
structured my study. You may enjoy reading your responses and those of your peers! You can
read the entire document, or you can search by your pseudonym [insert here] and only read the
passages that include quotes and paraphrases from your interview. If you have any feedback on
how you were represented in this preliminary analysis, please reply with a specific correction or
additional information to better represent your experience. The quotes were taken directly from
the audio transcript of our interview with some filler words removed for readability. I would
also like to hear any affirmative feedback. Overall, all of your comments and questions are
welcome!
This review is optional. However, if you choose to respond, please do so by [Insert Date]. Any
replies after [Insert Date] may not be incorporated into the final data analysis and findings.
[Name], let me reiterate that it was such a pleasure to hear about your experience of developing
belonging to The University of Tampa! If you have any further questions or would like more
information about this study now or in the future, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Go Spartans!
Sincerely,
Jenn
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Appendix L
Copyright Permission
From: T&F Book Permissions <bookpermissions@tandf.co.uk>
Sent: Wednesday, January 27, 2021 11:21 AM
To: Scaia, Jennifer <jscaia@usf.edu>
Subject: FW: Permission Request for material
Dear Jennifer
Thank you for your email request. I can confirm we hold the rights in this
material. Please find your license below:

27 January 2021
Description: Dissertation or Thesis Permission
Reference:
Thank you for your request for permission to reproduce Taylor & Francis book content. I am
pleased to confirm that permission is granted subject to the terms and conditions outlined
below:
Title: 9781138238558 | College Students' Sense of Belonging | Edn. 2 | Figure 3.3
Territory: USA
Rights: A&Q
Language: ENGLISH
Format: PRINT & ELECTRONIC
Academic Institution: UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH FLORIDA
Name of Course of Study: /
Title of Dissertation or Thesis: Do I Belong? What Students Teach Us About Belonging
to a New University
Terms & Conditions
1. Permission is non-transferable and granted on a one-time, non-exclusive basis.
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2.

Permission is for non-exclusive, INSERT language rights, and covers academic, non-commercial use in
printed or electronic format only. Any further use (including, but not limited to any publication, storage,
distribution, transmission or reproduction) that is not directly related to the fulfilment of the specific academic
requirements that are the subject of this request shall require a separate application for permission.

3. Permission extends only to material owned or controlled by Taylor & Francis. Please check the credits in our
title for material in which the copyright is not owned or controlled by us. If another source is acknowledged,
then you must apply to the owner of the copyright for permission to use this material.
4.

Each copy containing our material must bear the following credit line, including full details of the
figure/page numbers where relevant, the title, edition, author(s) or editor(s), year of publication and
imprint (e.g. Routledge, Psychology Press or CRC Press):
From: Title, Edition by Author(s)/Editor(s), Copyright (insert © Year) by Imprint. Reproduced by
permission of Taylor & Francis Group.

5.

Except as permitted in law, Taylor & Francis Group reserves all rights not specifically granted under this
permission.

If you require further clarification, please do not hesitate to contact us.
Best regards,
Annette Day
T&F Book Permissions
Taylor & Francis Group
e-mail: bookpermissions@tandf.co.uk

http://www.taylorandfrancis.com
Registered in England and Wales. Registered Number 1072954.
Registered office 5 Howick Place, London SW1P 1WG. VAT Number: GB 365462636
Permissions Template Version 1.00. January 2021 TWS
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